AFFLICTED BUT AFFLUENT

REVELATION 2:8-11:  TO THE CHURCH IN SMYRNA

Background

Smyrna is the only one of the seven cities still standing (now called Izmir). It was 250,000 strong and known as “the glory of Asia” – mainly because the city was built to a plan, rather than growing hotchpotch. It had the biggest amphitheatre in all Asia. Just over 70 years earlier the city won the right over ten other cities to build a temple to then Roman Emperor Tiberius. This strong allegiance to Rome, plus a large Jewish population which was actively hostile to the Christians made it exceptionally difficult to live as a Christian in Smyrna

Revelation 2:8-11
‘To the angel of the church of Smyrna write:
These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again’ (2:8)

‘angel of the church’ = (angelos) = a messenger

                                    = probably the leader of the church
‘the First and the Last, who died and came to life again’
· each description or title Jesus uses of Himself will be particularly fitting for the church He addresses 
· ‘This is what the Lord says – Israel’s King and Redeemer, the Lord Almighty: I am the first and I am the last; apart from me there is no God’ (Isaiah 44:6). So Christ is identified with Yahweh, the Eternal One
· this city of Smyrna “died” in 580BC when it was destroyed in battle but came to
life again in 290BC when it was completely rebuilt following an exacting plan. The image of the phoenix, the legendary bird that rises from the ashes of its destruction, was applied to Smyrna
· Christians in this city would be martyred. They needed to know that for a
        Christian, there is life after death
· the leaders of the early church (the church fathers) wrestled theologically with this core reality of the faith – that the Eternal One, without beginning or ending, became the Incarnate One, who in His incarnation experienced our reality of death, but who, through His resurrection, guaranteed our own future

‘I know your afflictions and your poverty – yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan’ (2:9)
There are three things Jesus says He knows about the church in Smyrna:
(1) their afflictions = (thlipsis [singular]) = tribulation, oppression, pressure 

                               = the result of pressing things together
(2) their poverty = (ptocheia) = destitution, poverty in the extreme

· in an antagonistic environment it would be difficult for the Christians to make a 
           living and many would be pushed to poverty
· Hebrews 10:34 these Christians in Rome would have been barred from the 
                                    synagogues and so barred from buying or selling from Jewish
                                    merchants
‘yet you are rich’

· they were poor materially but rich spiritually (opposite to Laodicean 

           church which was rich materially but poor spiritually)
· Luke 18:24,25 the poor are more responsive to the gospel than the rich
· ‘For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also… You cannot serve 
           God and money’ (Matthew 6:19-21,24)
(3) the slander against them

·  ‘slander’ = (blasphemia) = blasphemy
·  slanderous accusations were being made against the believers by Jews. These Jews would have taken the opportunity of informing against the Christians. A little later, Jewish allegations were raised against Smyrna’s bishop, Polycarp, for resisting the Roman state religion. Those allegations described him as “the teacher of Asia, the father of the Christians, the puller down of our gods, who teaches numbers not to sacrifice nor to worship.” Polycarp would be martyred in 160AD
‘of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan’

· these Jews were loosely holding onto a covenant God said He had finished with. So they were not in any way in touch with God. Their meeting place, the synagogue, had actually become a synagogue of Satan, a place where Satan’s activity went on and his will was carried out
· Satan = an accuser, slanderer
· so this synagogue became the centre of slander because it housed the
           slanderer, Satan himself
‘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 the crown of life’ (2:10)

‘Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer’

· their suffering was both an inevitable and direct result of their being followers of the Crucified One
· ‘Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather be afraid of the One who can destroy both body and soul in hell’ (Matthew 10:28)
· the fear of God is taught in the New Testament (Acts 9:31; 2 Corinthians 5:11; 

        Ephesians 5:21 [of Christ]; 1 Peter 2:17; Revelation 11:18; 14:7; 19:5)
2 Timothy 3:12 ‘everyone who wants to live a godly life will be persecuted’ 

· Jesus’ church tends to be stronger in nations where it is persecuted and

              weaker in nations where it isn’t persecuted. 

· our prayer shouldn’t be ‘Bring on persecution’ but ‘God help us live a

              godly life in Christ Jesus’
‘I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days …’
· 10 = number of trial, testing

· Matthew 25:10-13 parable of 10 virgins

·    Luke 15:8 parable of woman with 10 coins who lost one

· Numbers 14:22 children of Israel rebelled 10 times before Kadesh Barnea

· Deuteronomy 8:2 ‘to test you’
· the devil was behind the imprisonment but God saw it as a test
· prison was not for punishment, but a place to await sentence (forced labour, 

        deportation or death)
‘Be faithful, even to the point of death and I will give you the crown of life’
· not ‘be faithful until you die’ but ‘be faithful even though it costs you your life’
‘the crown of life’ = not a crown but a garland or wreath given to the victor at the
                                  Games
‘He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death’ (2:11)
‘let him hear’
· this is a continuous activity (tense stresses continuing action)
‘what the Spirit says to the churches’
· the Holy Spirit continues to speak to the churches and He can say different things to different churches 

· John’s Trinitarian understanding of God emerges here. The living Christ is speaking to the churches words God the Father gave Him (1:1) through the Holy Spirit

· John appears to intend each of the churches hear what Christ is saying through the Spirit to each of the other churches

‘overcomes’ = (nikao) = again, a continuing victory, a continuing maintaining the
                                        cause
· because this word has strong military overtones, its use emphasises that the Christian life is a continuous warfare

‘will not be hurt by the second death’
· some may suffer the first death, the death of the body, but the second death 
           doesn’t affect them
· ‘the second death’ = Jewish term that contrasts the death all suffer with the fate of those destined never to escape death’s power, either because they are unworthy of resurrection from death or because they suffer judgement at the end of the age
· Revelation 20:11-15 at Christ’s second coming there will be a final judgement. 

           Being cast into the lake of fire = the second death (20:14)
· to die through human persecution is a far lesser fate than suffering God’s

           judgement
So the message to Smyrna was be faithful, not fearful
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