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2,10,22 Rev. 2 vs. 8 to 11, Smyrna 

Before we look at Smyrna, I want to mention something about the study of 

eschatology, and especially the relevance of prophecy to us personally. 

In Matt. 24, the Lord had been asked by His disciples for observable signs of His 

return. The signs he gave them were not meant to be so general that they would 

be totally unhelpful in determining the timing of His coming.   

Near the end of His discourse to them, He made this statement; 

“Truly I say to you, this generation will not pass away until all these things 

have taken place.” 

The disciples would have understood what He meant; the signs were not given to 

confuse them, but to clarify and to answer their question.  The Lord gave them 

something they could work with when the time came.  It would be that generation; 

living at that time in history. 

Some have argued that these “signs” have been happening since the dawn of 

recorded history, so how can we know that what we are seeing now narrows us 

down to the final generation?   

Those kinds of questions not only undermine the necessity of being awake and 

aware of what’s happening, they also dishonor the Lord Himself; they accuse Him 

of answering very specific questions His disciples asked about the timing of His 

return, by giving them signs that were so indefinite and vague that the disciples 

would have nothing concrete to use to identify the nearness of His coming when 

that time drew near. 

Even though we can’t know “the day or the hour” of our Lord’s return, we are 

commanded to both know the “season” or generation of His return and to instruct 

others, so they will also be awake instead of asleep;  

(Matt. 16:2-3) “When evening comes, you say, ‘It will be fair weather, for the 

sky is red,’ and in the morning, ‘Today it will be stormy, for the sky is red and 

overcast.’ You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but you 

cannot interpret the signs of the times.” 
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(1 Thess. 5:4-6) “But you are not in darkness so that this day should surprise 

you like a thief. You are all children of the light and children of the day. We 

do not belong to the night or to the darkness. So then, let us not be like 

others, who are asleep, but let us be awake and sober.” 

(Phil. 4:9) “What you have learned and received and heard and seen in me—

practice these things, and the God of peace will be with you.” 

(2 Tim. 2:2) “The things you have heard me say in the presence of many 

witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others.” 

(1 Tim. 4:1, 6, 11-12) “The Spirit expressly says that in latter times some will 

depart from the faith . . . If you point these things out to others, you will be a 

good servant of Christ Jesus, brought up in the truths of the faith and of the 

teaching that you have followed . . . Command and teach these things. Don’t 

let anyone look down on you.” 

Just wanted you to see how important this is to the Lord – these are only a 

sampling of passages that teach the same thing. 

Ok, now let’s look at Smyrna. 

It’s important to remember that the book of Revelation begins by presenting Christ 

to us as the pattern or explanation of what God’s intended character of the new 

creation will be. 

Our tendency is to separate the spiritual and moral attributes of Christ from His 

Person, and then try to decide what we have or what we are lacking in Christ-

likeness. 

But these letters to the churches aren’t simply an attempt to document the 

strengths and weakness of each church and then either encourage or warn them 

based on what the Lord sees.  To really understand what the Lord is after in all of 

these churches we have to see His words to them, not as a listing of things to 

consider, but as a description of what He sees in them that does or doesn’t reflect 

His own character. 

The standard of measure He uses isn’t an external code, like the ten 

commandments, but His own nature, which Paul makes clear in Gal. 4:19.   
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Christ is seeking to ensure that His life is formed in us, not simply that we become 

better people. 

“. . . my little children, for whom I am again in the anguish of childbirth until 

Christ is formed in you!” 

Now, why is it so important to approach Revelation from this angle instead of 

simply trying to get everyone to examine themselves and then strive to obey what 

we see? 

If we realize that Christ intends to form His character in us; that He is not expecting 

us to imitate Him (as if we even could), it undergirds whatever efforts we make to 

do what we see in these letters with a faith or confidence in Him for the ability to 

do so. 

In other words, it shifts our dependence from ourselves to Him for the ultimate 

accomplishment of what we see is His will for us. 

(2 Cor. 4:11) “For we who are alive are always delivered to death for Jesus’ 

sake, so that the life of Jesus may also be revealed in our mortal body.” 

And how does this happen? 

(Phil. 2:13 Phillips Translation) “For it is God who is at work within you, giving 

you the will and the power to achieve his purpose.” 

It’s not a coincidence that Smyrna is one of only two churches out of the seven 

that received zero criticism – Smyrna is exactly what Christ is looking for because 

He can see Himself in them; they reflect His image as much as anyone can do this 

side of heaven. 

Here’s Spark’s comments on this: 

“We have got to see Jesus as God's Pattern. What Paul has shown us in his 

writings is that he came to see that before this world was created, before 

any of this cosmic system was set up, God had in view the constituting of a 

universe on the basis of His Son. He was before all things. He was God's 

appointed mind concerning all things. And all things were to be made with 

the embodiment of the spiritual and eternal features of Christ. And when 

God reaches His End, and we come out with the work completed, everything 
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in the creation will reveal something of Jesus Christ. And what a wonderful 

universe that would be! If we meet a little bit of Jesus anywhere in anyone 

today, what a blessed thing it is. But think of that being universal! Now that 

is what was in God's eye and mind in the eternity past. And so, God set in 

motion all the creative processes and, by reason of necessity, all the 

redemptive processes, all the elective processes, all the sovereign and 

providential processes of His grace to work out this Pattern, to perfect this 

design - all things according to Christ. That's Paul's great phrase ‘According 

to Christ!’ That is what controls everything. Paul came to see that, and that 

vision, that perception and apprehension or revelation was the governing 

motive, power and object of everything for him, ‘for me to live’, he said, ‘is 

Christ’.” 

So, if someone were to ask you the question, “what is a Christian?”  What would 

your answer be? A person who believes certain things about the Lord?  

We’re not Christians because we do Christian things – we’re Christians because 

Christ indwells us. 

A Christian is a person in whom Christ lives and through whom a measure of Christ 

is formed and manifest.  Every believer is meant to be (as one author put it) “a 

fragment of Christ”.  And when all of those measures or fragments reach the place 

where the Church as a whole reflects the fullness of the glory of Christ Himself; 

that’s when the Church is raptured. 

(Again, from Phillips; Eph. 4:12-13) “. . . that the whole body might be built 

up until the time comes when, in the unity of the knowledge of the Son of 

God, we arrive at maturity—that measure of development which is meant 

by the ‘fullness of Christ’.” 

Ever wonder what Peter meant by “hastening the day of God”?  Listen to the 

context. 

(2 Pet. 3:11-12) “You ought to conduct yourselves in holiness and godliness 

 as you anticipate and hasten the coming of the day of God.” 

If we want to speed up the Lord’s coming, we have to do what we can to make 

sure the measure of Christ formed us is as large a degree as possible. 
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So, that’s what the Lord saw happening in Smyrna; a church being conformed to 

Christ.  God commits Himself completely to churches like Smyrna, because they 

are in the center of His will, they are in personal pursuit of God’s purpose in Christ. 

And, as we’ll see, they are willing to go through whatever it takes to get there.   

Barnhouse introduces the letter to Smyrna this way, 

“It is not easy to suffer.  God Himself tells us that ‘no chastening for the 

present seems joyous, but grievous’ (Heb. 12:11).  To the suffering saints of 

all ages, the risen Lord speaks in His Word to the church at Smyrna. . . In 2 

Tim. 3:12 Paul adds, ‘All who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer 

persecution’.  And in John 16:33 our Lord adds, ‘In this world you shall have 

tribulation.’” 

Everyone one of us, who is genuinely trying to grow spiritually and serve the Lord 

has a target on our back.  The ‘persecution’ we experience is not the same as what 

believers in third world countries are experiencing, because, at least for now, it’s 

illegal to persecute Christians that way in America. 

So, the enemy finds other ways to ‘steal, kill and destroy’ in our lives – he arranges 

circumstances, relationships, health issues, finances and a thousand other “Job-

like” situations to discourage us – to try and press us above what we’re able to 

endure, so we will back away from our pursuit of Christ. 

If we look at the church as a whole in our country, we can see that he has been 

successful.  Most believers have refused the Cross and have chosen to express 

their version of ‘safe’ Christianity in ways that avoid suffering. 

So, let’s touch on the historical reality of what life was like for the Christians in 

Smyrna. 

First, from Hal Lindsay; 

"The Smyrnan believers were victims of the ‘ten percenters’.  These people 

reported Christians to the Roman government and were rewarded with ten 

percent of the ‘heretic’s’ property.  The believers were thus often wiped out 

financially, and many ended up martyred or in prison.  Eventually the 

Christians were given only one choice - bow to Caesar as Lord or be put to a 

horrible death. 
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"Polycarp was the pastor of the church in Smyrna at that time and was 

seized by his opponents. Since he was already eighty-six years old, they 

could not bear to put him to death and were especially lenient toward him.  

If he would only say, ‘I do not recognize Jesus of Nazareth,’ they would set 

him free.  But he replied, ‘I cannot deny Him.  I have been serving Him for 

eighty-six years, and in these eighty-six years He has never treated me 

wrongly; how can I deny Him for the love of my body!’  So, they carried him 

to the fire and burned him.  While the lower half of his body was withering 

in the flames, he still could say, ‘I thank God that I have the opportunity 

today to be burned by men and give my life for Christ.’ 

"There was also a sister in the church who was told that if she would only 

bow to Diana (the idol Artemis) she would be released. She replied, ‘Do you 

ask me to choose between Christ and Diana?  The first time I chose Christ 

and now you want me to choose again?  I still choose Christ.’ As a result, she 

too was slain.”   

That was their daily reality.  So, when the Lord wrote to them, His letter was 

intended to encourage and strengthen them in their trials. 

Let’s read the letter with all these things in mind; 

(Rev. 2:8-11) “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: The first and 

the last, who was dead, and has come to life, says this: ‘I know your 

tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich), and the blasphemy of those 

who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. Do not 

fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to cast some of 

you into prison, so that you will be tested, and you will have tribulation for 

ten days. Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life. He who 

has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who 

overcomes will not be hurt by the second death.’” 

He begins this letter, as He does all of them, by using a title of Himself to set the 

stage for what He’s going to say to them. 

 “The first and the last, who was dead and has come to life. . .”  



7 
 

Why that title?  What they needed to know, first of all, is that no matter what 

happens to them, they possess resurrection life in Christ.  He starts by giving them 

the assurance of resurrection. 

That tells me a couple of things about us and also about His relationship with us. 

First, He is well aware of their fears and doubts, and our fears and doubts.  He 

knows they need assurance.  This is what this suffering church needs most to hear, 

so that’s what He gives them. 

Just as in the upper room discourse in John 14:19 when the Lord told His disciples, 

“Because I live, you will live also.” 

The nature of the Church is resurrection - our lives can endure and even swallow 

up death in all its forms.  This is from Watchman Nee who suffered greatly in China 

under Mao; 

"Perhaps when you encounter trials and temptations, prayer ceases and it 

becomes difficult to read the Word.  The brothers all say that this time you 

are finished, but not long after, you rise, and the life of God comes forth 

from you again.  That which is finished after death is not resurrection.  The 

church has a basic principle; she is able to pass through death; she cannot 

be buried."  

And as C.A. Coates wrote, 

"It has been known in days of persecution that saints were disappointed 

when they were reprieved.  Some very touching letters of the martyrs were 

written by those sent back to prison to their companions who had been 

sentenced to the stake. They manifested real sorrow as feeling deprived, for 

the time, of the privilege and honor of suffering death for the Lord.  In some 

cases, they had afterwards the privilege which they coveted.  It shows the 

power in which the Lord can comfort and sustain what is of Himself even 

under the extreme violence of the adversary.  In this connection it may be 

well to remember that in many cases those who spoke very confidently 

before they were tested failed when the persecution touched them, but 

those who had been timid, and had feared lest they might fail, were often 

the ones to go through triumphantly.” 
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I can totally relate to “those who had feared they might fail”.  I don’t “fear I might 

fail”; I’m certain I will fail if it’s up to me – so I’m counting on Christ’s life to carry 

me through when, and if, that kind of persecution comes. 

Then in Rev. 2:9, our Lord mentions "poverty".  You'll notice a definite contrast 

when we get to the ‘health and wealth, anti-poverty’ church, Laodicea.  The church 

in suffering and poverty at Smyrna receives zero criticism; only comfort and 

promises, whereas Laodicea receives only criticism. 

The principle is simple: the greater our detachment from this world to Christ, the 

nearer we are to God.   

The poor Christian whose heart is set on God, God calls rich; the rich Christian who 

“has need of nothing”, God calls poor. 

We are living in an extremely materialistic society; which of course, is by Satan’s 

design.  He knows that wealth can strip us away from dependence on the Lord. 

Barnhouse put it like this; 

“Our appraisal of poverty and riches will depend on whether our eyes see 

material things only, or whether we are able to consider the invisible, and 

discern spiritual realities.” 

I remember in the 70’s reading a book called “Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger” 

by Rob Sider. 

It was the first time I read someone who was challenging this culture’s influence on 

the Church. 

I also remember a pastor in Texas that we studied under for several years making it 

clear that as dangerous as wealth can be, God’s not against it.  Its not the money 

that kills us spiritually, it’s the “love of money”.   

But regardless of how the Lord defines the circumstances of our lives, it is 

consistently true throughout the New Testament letters, that those who have 

been closest to the Lord are those who have been the least attached to this world 

in all its forms.  

Smyrna just happened to have the privilege of living in circumstances that forced 

this closeness on them. 
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Now, in Rev. 2:9b, John wrote,  

“. . . and I know the blasphemy of them who say they are Jews and are not; 

but are the synagogue of Satan.” 

Apparently, Satan had brought in his own ‘children’ into Smyrna.  I want to briefly 

share a parable related to this in Matt. 13:24-30; 

“The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field; but 

while men slept, his enemy came and sowed tares among the wheat and 

went his way. But when the grain had sprouted and produced a crop, then 

the tares also appeared. So, the servants of the owner came and said to him, 

‘Sir, did you not sow good seed in your field? How then does it have tares?’ 

He said to them, ‘An enemy has done this.’ The servants said to him, ‘Do you 

want us then to go and gather them up?’ But he said, ‘No, lest while you 

gather up the tares you also uproot the wheat with them. Let both grow 

together until the harvest, and at the time of harvest I will say to the 

reapers, First gather together the tares and bind them in bundles to burn 

them, but gather the wheat into my barn.’” 

Satan was bringing a two-sided attack against the Christians in Smyrna.  He is using 

false believers to deceive them and, as we’ll see in a minute, he’s using Rome to 

imprison and kill them. 

It’s easy to understand the ‘in-your-face’ attack of physical persecution; but 

discerning the spiritual seduction of tares in the Church is not easy. 

I’m still amazed, after all these years, that Christians can’t seem to imagine church 

members or leaders as being “deceivers”.   

There’s not a church in the world that Satan hasn’t attempted to infiltrate; and in 

many cases, he has done so very effectively.  The parable we just read ensures that 

there will be tares introduced into God’s field; it’s a given till the end of this age. 

And as to the idea that “if they are nice, compassionate, committed, encouraging 

people or leaders, they can’t be bad”; don’t forget Paul’s warning to the 

Corinthians; 

(1 Cor. 11:13-15) “For such are false apostles, deceitful workers, 

transforming themselves into apostles of Christ. And it’s no wonder! For 
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Satan himself transforms himself into an angel of light. Therefore, it is no 

great thing if his ministers also transform themselves into ministers of 

righteousness . . .” 

Heresy does not become less dangerous just because its presented in better 

packaging.   

Now, let’s look at a ‘mystery’ verse before we go on.   

(Rev. 2:10) “The devil is about to cast some of you into prison, so that you 

will be tested, and you will have tribulation for ten days.” 

So, they’re told that this is going to be a test.  Satan will try to use suffering to 

cause them to turn their backs on the Lord.   

There’s some debate on the meaning of “10 days”; it’s not literal – 10 days of 

prison is not likely to break them. 

We know from history that the Church of the first century suffered under the reign 

of ten Roman emperors; from Nero to Diocletian (which was AD 54 to AD 284).   

Maybe, but there is nothing in the letter itself that shows specifically what “10 

days” means.  It’s possible that the specifics are left out simply because every 

generation since that time needs to be able to see trials as attempts of the enemy 

to crush us, regardless of what form the trial takes. 

One of the enemy’s most consistent attacks on believers under pressure is to 

convince them that what they are experiencing is not, in any way, contributing to 

their spiritual growth – that they are not growing - if anything, they are regressing. 

I received an email recently asking for prayer to become “new wine”.   

So, I’m going to share something on this that I hope will be helpful – to all of us.  

I’m sure most of you know who David Wilkerson is.  One of the most amazing 

Christians of the last century – from his evangelistic outreach to street gangs in 

New York in his 20’s, to his pastorate at Times Square Church until his death. 

There’s no doubt that he was growing, but listen to what he says; 

“Some believers can tell you all about their spiritual growth, and you can 

clearly see the changes in their lives. They testify to you about how the Holy 
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Spirit has vanquished the enemy for them, and you rejoice with them in 

their victory. 

Yet these kinds of Christians are the exception. Most believers are totally 

unaware of any spiritual progress in their lives. They pray, read the Bible and 

seek the Lord with all their hearts. There’s no obstruction to spiritual growth 

they can identify in themselves, but they can’t discern any growth in 

themselves.  

I’m an example of this type of believer. I never sense that I’m making 

progress. 

Rest assured that you’re going to emerge from your life’s storms much 

stronger. Even though you may feel weakened, God’s grace and power are 

strengthening you. For one, you’re becoming more urgent in your praying. 

Second, you’re being stripped of all pride. The storm is putting you on 

“spiritual guard” in every area of your life. 

Spiritual growth is often a hidden thing. Take heart; I’ve got good news for 

you. You are growing in your struggle. In fact, you may be growing by leaps 

and bounds because of your struggle.” 

So, if when you look in the mirror, you’re discouraged, you’re not alone.  I’m not 

talking about all your hair falling out or your beard turning white, that’s 

discouraging too; I’m talking about what we know of ourselves under the 

examination of God’s Word. 

And Watchman Nee explains why it has to be this way.  He’s commenting on Isa. 

6:1 & 5 which says; 

“In the year King Uzziah died, I saw the Lord seated on a high and lofty 

throne, with the train of his garment filling the temple . . . Then I said, “Woe 

is me; I am undone, for I am a man of unclean lips.” 

Here’s what Nee wrote; 

“Whenever we serve God, our true image will be exposed.  To really know 

ourselves, we need to know it in service to God.  The closer we get to Him, 

the more conscious we are of the great difference between Him and us.  

Whoever has such consciousness as this is the one who truly serves God.” 
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So, let me bottom-line this. 

If true spiritual growth is happening, Christ is becoming increasingly amazing and 

we are becoming increasingly small in our own eyes.  

So, both an increase in worship related to Christ and a decrease in pride in 

ourselves must be there – we know we have nothing to offer but what the Lord 

gives us, but we also see in new and expanded ways the wonder of Who Christ is, 

both as to His Person and as to His place in God’s eternal plan. 

This is what the Bible means by “I must decrease; He must increase”. 

We might have a great amount of knowledge and still be incredibly immature 

spiritually.   

There is nothing more likely to enhance growth than pressure – it drives us to Him 

because it shows us how absurd it is to think that we can handle anything apart 

from the Lord - suffering simply exposes our weakness. 

But suffering also educates us.  As the Bible.org site puts it; 

“Even Christ is said to have ‘learned… obedience by the things which he 

suffered’ (Heb. 5:8), and for Christians in general the experience of suffering 

is educative.” 

Listen to this from one of Spark’s books – he’s commenting on this passage in Luke 

9:22-23; 

“’The Son of Man must suffer many things,’ He said. ‘He must be rejected by 

the elders, chief priests, and scribes, and He must be killed and on the third 

day be raised to life.’ Then Jesus said to all of them, ‘If anyone wants to 

come after Me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow 

Me.’” 

Here's what Sparks wrote; 

“A disciple is one who is taught (educated) by his master.  If the Lord lifted 

that which is the expression of the Cross from us, and took it off our 

shoulders, it would not be for our good.  It would at once clear the way for 

the uprising of the natural life.” 
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We should always pray that “If possible, let this cup pass from me”; but we should 

always add, “nevertheless, not my will but thy will be done.” 

Finally, phrase that is somewhat mysterious is in vs. 11; 

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He 

who overcomes shall not be hurt by the second death.” 

This one took a little research. 

I’m going to start with the fact that in the Greek the phrase “shall not” is a double 

negative.  It could be translated “Shall not in any way, under any circumstances, 

absolutely not be hurt.”   

As a figure of speech, it’s a “litotes” (pronounced “lie’ tuh teez”), which is a 

rhetorical device used to affirm the positive by a negation. Zane Hodges has a good 

explanation of this;  

“This [promise] intimates not just victory, but a superlative triumph over the 

second death.  It also intimates a splendid experience of the divine life and 

presence.  If someone says to me, ‘His request presented me with no small 

problem’, I know exactly what he means. The person who made the request 

of him had presented a big problem.” 

In the phrase ‘no small problem’ we have a common figure of speech that 

occurs when an affirmative idea is expressed and emphasized by the 

negation of its opposite. In the sentence we started with, the affirmative 

idea is that the problem is very large and the phrase ‘no small problem’ 

negates the opposite idea.” 

So, the believers in Smyrna are not only promised to have no contact with the 

Second Death; they are offered the “crown of life” – which is not only the opposite 

of death, it’s the addition of what Hodges called, the “superlative”, triumphant life 

in Christ’s kingdom. 

The application of what Hodges is saying for us is that in a church that receives no 

criticism; a church with only overcomers, a double negative combined with the 

offer of the throne means that not only is there no warning implied, there is only 

an extreme emphasis on providing encouragement, hope and reward. 
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Those facing death needed to know that physical death is the only death that will 

hurt them.   

Listen to Watchman Nee’s comments on this passage, 

"Here it clearly says that not only will you escape (the second) death, 

but you will not suffer the hurt of that death.  Tribulations are severe.  If 

you have not been in tribulations; you never know how terrible they are. 

Poverty is oppressive; if you have never been poor, you do not know the 

taste of it. It is as if every encounter drags you into death, but as you pass 

through, you prove that resurrection is a fact. The Lord came out of the 

grave, and we too will come out.  His resurrection life today cannot be 

drowned; so, we dare say that we too cannot be drowned. Here, the final 

promise is seen to be peculiarly appropriate to the character and needs of 

those addressed.”  

We sometimes fail to realize that each of these letters sent by the Lord were sent 

to those He loved – they were very personal and intimate letters; He wasn’t just 

teaching doctrine, He was writing to those He deeply cared about and 

encouraging, or warning, depending on their need, with the intent of helping 

them. 

So, with Smyrna, just as the Lord wanted them to know that the cup of death He 

would drink would pass, His suffering servants needed to know that no other 

death, beyond physical, awaits them - not even the "hurt" of another death. This is 

the power of the Resurrection Life of Christ.  No greater encouragement could 

have been given to this Church.   

 

 

 


