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INTRODUCTION 

 

Things are not what they seem!  This is one of the most important truths that Christians are 

to learn from the book of Revelation.  We see in this book that it is those who die as martyrs 

who are the victors over satan Revelation 12:11.  The slain lamb of Christ is in fact the Lion 

and ruler.  The invincible Rome is Babylon and will be judged.  What appears to be a perfect 

storm of catastrophes manufactured to wipe out the church are in fact the God ordained, 

allowed and controlled prejudgements anticipating the removal of all evil.  This paradoxical 

perspective, this ironic view is the vantage point from which Christ views the church in 

Smyrna.  We see that Smyrna is poor but in fact are rich, the Jews are not Jews, the 

apparent people of God are a synagogue of satan, and they will conquer through dying.  For 

any Christian going through suffering of any type this is the most important perspective to 

maintain, to look through the eyes of faith not sight, to interpret things through the bible 

not our pain, to evaluate future outcomes on the faithfulness of God’s promises not worldly 

approximations. 

 

We come to the letters to the church in Smyrna, this is one of two churches that receive no 

rebuke but only commendation.  It is these same two churches who also undergo intense 

persecution.  This helps us to see what one of God’s ways of purifying His church is, 

suffering and persecution.  As we examine Christ’s words to this persecuted church we will 

observe the reasons for why they probably suffered, the forms that the persecution took 

and the promises given to them to sustain them in their persecution. 

 

Reasons for persecution 

 

The city of Smyrna competed with Ephesus for primacy in the region.  They were always 

known for their loyalty to Rome.  In 195 B.C. they built a temple to Dea Roma, personifying 

Rome as a goddess. In A.D. 25 many cities competed to build a temple to emperor Tiberius, 

Smyrna won the exclusive right to do so because of her loyalty.  Worship to empire and 

emperor had a stronghold in Smyrna.  Worship was done by sprinkling incense on a fire 

before a bust of the emperor.  An unwillingness to participate would be seen as unpatriotic 

and dangerous bordering on treason.  The Jews had been given special dispensation to not 

offer this incense because of their aversion for idolatry and instead offer offerings for 

blessings upon the emperor.  Archaeology reveals that there were a large number of Jews in 

Smyrna.  For many years and in many places Christianity was able to escape the notice of 

Rome who was vigilant on the religious front seeking to maintain the pax Romana and root 

out divisive elements.  Christianity with its reliance upon the OT, the belief in a Jewish 



Messiah, their observance of the Judaistic sexual ethic and many other overlaps with 

Judaism allowed it to grow and flourish without being noticed.  They fell under the Jewish 

umbrella and were overlooked.   

 

With the loyalty to Rome so high in Smyrna and a large number of Jews in Smyrna, along 

with the fact that the Jews are singled out and it would have been into Roman prisons that 

persecuted Christians would have been put.  It is a safe assumption to assume that the 

Jews were making enough noise about the Christians that they were no longer assumed as 

Jews and fell outside of the protection of the Jews and were coming under increasing 

persecution from the Roman government.  This cooperative between the unbelieving Jews 

and Roman officials is revealed to be a satanic tag team against the church.  Christ pulls 

back the veil and shows us the satanic forces pulling the strings in both the Jews and the 

Romans.  The phrases, ‘the synagogue of satan’ as well as ‘the devil is about to throw some 

of you into prison’ reveal the demonic influences behind the human arm of persecution.   

 

Forms of persecution 

 

This short letter gives us insight into the several types of difficulties that this little church 

faced.  Firstly, in v9 Christ says, ‘I know your tribulation.’  This is the same word that John 

uses in 1:9 as he speaks about his own experience of persecution which had resulted in his 

own imprisonment.  It is obvious that there was a large scale resistance to the church afoot 

that was impacting many churches, an increasing conflict with the Roman authorities stoked 

by the Jews makes sense of this ubiquitous trouble.   

Secondly, we see that they were affected economically, ‘and your poverty (but you are 

rich).’  We are not exactly sure how they suffered economically but several likely scenarios 

are easily imagined.  Conversions which would have resulted in putting away shady business 

dealings could have resulted in a loss of income.  A refusal to participate in certain guilds 

which had favourite deities to bless their trade would have a negative effect.  With a large 

number of Jews and Romans refusing to do business with Christians, this too would have 

affected them.  We see in Hebrews 10: 34 that other Christians had suffered at the hands of 

the Jews, ‘For you had compassion on those in prison, and you joyfully accepted the 

plundering of your property, since you knew that you yourselves had a better possession 

and an abiding one.’  The whole letter to the Hebrews would have been extremely relevant 

as Christians were tempted with the possibility of returning to Judaism to escape the heat 

from Jewish and Roman persecutors.   

Thirdly, ‘and the slander/blasphemy of those who say that they are Jews and are not, but 

are a synagogue of satan.’  The tongue is a potent weapon, James 3:6, ‘And the tongue is a 

fire, a world of unrighteousness. The tongue is set among our members, staining the whole 

body, setting on fire the entire course of life, and set on fire by hell.’  The Jews were being 

an instrument of satan to bring down fire upon the church.  Just as we have seen a vocal 

minority in the homosexual agenda, the few liberal arts people that control the media and 

are politicians, even though this is not necessarily the representative view, a little vocal 

minority can do a lot of damage.  The Jews rioting in Rome in rejection of Christianity 

caused the ejection of all Jews, including Christians from Rome, Aquila and Priscilla among 

them (Acts 18:2).  We saw last week the way they tried to turn the riot in Ephesus against 



Paul and Christianity Acts 19:33.  They chased Paul from town to town, and when he was 

arrested because of the hubbub in the temple of Jerusalem he had to appeal to Caesar in 

order to avoid a mock trial.  I wont bother recounting all the times they chased him and how 

many wounds he received from the Jews.  Significant for us is the theological statement 

about them.  Here we have ethnic Jews, as well as religious Jews, they were Jewish and 

part of a synagogue, but Christ reveals that they are not Jews but instruments of satan.  

This marks a definite change in the way in which God views His people in the NT.  Grace not 

race is the defining thing that makes someone a child of Abraham.   

Fourthly, we see that these Christians also had to endure imprisonment, ‘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.’  Imprisonment in Roman law 

was primarily for the purposes of holding someone until sentence.  Christ reveals the truth 

behind this pending traumatic event, that it is the devil who is doing it.  But we need not 

fear.  We need not fear because it is only for a short time, 10 days.  We do not know 

whether this 10 days is literal or not, Daniel 1:12-16 has a ten day period of testing where 

Daniel and his friends eat only vegetables and avoid the idolatry associated with the honour 

of eating from the kings table.  This would have violated the OT laws of eating foods offered 

to idols.  It appears, as with many other references taken from the OT that this time period 

is used for its symbolism and associations.  This reference would have recalled Daniel’s 

brave stance against idolatry as an example, and God acting on his behalf in faithfulness.  

Although life appears to hang in the balance as the imprisonment would likely end in death, 

Christ reveals that this period is a test, something allowed by Him to work out His own 

purposes for good in their lives.  Romans 8:28 would be the sort of thought meant here to 

alleviate fear, ‘And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, 

for those who are called according to his purpose.’   

Fifthly, we see that these Christians were to face death, ‘Be faithful unto death and I will 

give you the crown of life.’   

 

If the letter to Ephesus reminded us of the danger of losing our first love and guarding our 

hearts in the pursuit of truth and the fighting of sin; Smyrna reminds us that the Christian 

life is one of tribulation.  This we see was Paul’s message of discipleship to young Christians, 

Acts 14:21-22, ‘When they had preached the gospel to that city and had made many 

disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch, 22 strengthening the souls 

of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith, and saying that through many 

tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.’  If Ephesus prepares us to fight to keep our 

love alive, this letter reminds us of the daily place we live our lives, we are in a battle field 

with an enemy on the prowl using this world’s powers as puppets to hamstring our efforts.  

He attempts to use fear, intimidation, incarceration, bad publicity, economic pressure, to put 

out our light.  Our main duty no matter what obstacle that gets put in our way is 

faithfulness.  No matter what the pressure, the pain or the cost it is always better to die 

than sin.  Our God deserves no less, our lives cannot sufficiently honour His glory nor the 

fact that He gave His infinitely more valuable life of His Son for us.  Faithfulness unto death 

is not asking too much of us.   

 

 



Promises for persecution 

 

Imagine you yourselves were in this position and you received this letter, you would be 

reading it like a thirsty man digging for water.  Let me highlight the things that would 

comfort you in your trials.  Firstly, we see the way in which Christ identifies Himself, ‘the 

first and the last.’  You will remember that this is a quote from Isaiah with implication for 

Christ’s deity, His knowledge of the future and His sovereign reign over all things.  This 

emphasis on sovereignty would no doubt be a necessary balm in a situation that appeared 

to be out of hand.  Secondly, we see that Christ is the one ‘who died and came to life.’  He 

is the one who has power over the grave, the one who defeated death, and who gives us to 

participate in His own resurrection.  A needed reminder when facing death ourselves.  

Thirdly, we are comforted from the fact that He knows, He is omniscient, nothing is hidden 

from Him, and He is not far off but cares and attends and ministers to us.  Fourthly, we are 

reminded of the truth of the situation that the devil has been allowed to test the church.  

Just as with Job we are to be faithful and magnify God as worth more than our comfort in 

our unconditional worship and loyalty to Him.  Fifthly, we are reminded that the trial is a test 

and will benefit us and glorify Him, though we cannot discern how at the moment.  Sixthly, 

we see Christ’s control over our situation making the trial for only a short duration, for He 

does not test us beyond what we are able to bear.  Seventhly, death will not kill us, but we 

will like the winning athlete in the games receive a laurel of victory, our victory is the life of 

the intermediate state beyond any interference from the devil.  Eighthly, we will be savedin 

the final judgement and not be sent to eternal torment, with the implication that we will live 

in eternal pleasure with God.   

 

Things are not as they appear, have you forgotten the perspective of faith in your own life?  

Have you forgotten your pains are tests, your trials allowed for your good, your battles are 

canvases for His glory, faithfulness not happiness is most important, our riches are spiritual 

and invisible to the unbeliever, etc?                      


