Smyrna


View on an ancient Greek marketplace; in the back columns along the western stoa (an ancient Greek covered walk or colonnade, usually having columns on one side and a wall on the other) at Izmir, Turkey
AN OVERVIEW:
There is a battle between God and Satan. It's not an eternal battle for Scripture prophesies the end of Satan. God is the victor over evil in the past, the present and the future. The devil knows this, but he continues the war against God anyway in hopes of putting off the inevitable. His mode of operation is to form secret societies to conspire against God and man.

Satan was once Lucifer, the mighty archangel. Scripture tells us that he first conspired with 1/3 of the angels to dethrone God. As a result, there was war in heaven and God cast Lucifer and his angels out of heaven onto the earth where Lucifer became Satan, the Adversary. On earth, the Adversary's battle continued for the souls of mankind. God warned Adam and Eve in advance not to join Satan's rebellion or they would die. Satan deceived Eve with the promise of godhood; Eve recruited Adam and together they joined Satan's rebellion. Because of their disobedience, God could no longer fellowship with Adam and Eve, hence the human race was doomed to both a physical and spiritual death unless God intervened.

In love of, and infinite mercy for His creation, God set in motion a redemption plan. In Genesis 3:15 God announced His plan to Satan; God would destroy Satan through a Redeemer born of the seed of a woman which is interpreted to mean, born of a virgin. The development of the seed plot is recorded throughout the entire Old Testament. The Redeemer would be of Hebrew race, born of the tribe of Judah, through the kingly line of David. To the Jews of the Old Testament, he was known as the Holy One of Israel, the Messiah. The New Testament records the culmination of God's plan. By the power of the Holy Spirit, God's seed was miraculously placed in the womb of a virgin, her name was Mary, of the lineage of King David.

When the Messiah ("Christ" in Greek) was born, Mary named him Jesus which means "Savior." Jesus Christ, the Savior Messiah of the human race was both deity and man, God incarnate. In this form, God would pay the penalty for mankind's sin of rebellion by His own death. Christ's ministry on earth, His life, His death, burial and resurrection, completed the redemption plan for mankind.

However, the redemption plan is not a blanket amnesty for mankind. Every person must choose to accept or reject the plan. Only those who accept the plan are redeemed to eternal life. To carry the good news of this redemption plan throughout earth, Jesus Christ founded the Church. The Church is not a building, it's not a corporation. It is a body of believers in Christ who have been given the task to spread the good news that the human race is no longer doomed to eternal separation from God, that if they repent of their rebellion against the Almighty and accept Jesus Christ as their Savior, they will have eternal life. The finished work of Jesus Christ on the cross of Calvary defeated Satan.

Satan's ultimate doom, however, is prophesied not to occur until after the end of the Church Age. Therefore, to prolong his life, the Adversary fights to extend the Church Age. With those who rejected the redemption plan, Satan conspired to form secret societies to infiltrate the Church for the express purpose of slowing the progress of evangelism. The record of this conspiracy is recorded in the book of Revelation chapters 2 and 3.

The book of Revelation is a prophecy of the end-times as revealed to the apostle John in a vision given to him by Jesus Christ when John was exiled on the island of Patmos about the year 96 AD. The apostle was to write down what the risen Savior showed him and send the message to seven select churches in Asia Minor. The cities were Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea. I believe, as do many prophecy scholars, that Christ selected the seven cities to represent the future of the church because within the defined name of each city and within the characteristic nature of each city, are hidden the characteristics of seven distinct church periods from John's day to our day. In other words, the seven letters to the seven churches is a prophecy of the church age which is now about 2,000 years old. Each of the seven churches was infiltrated by a pagan secret society.

In our first study we witnessed that the Ephesian church successfully excised the secret societies but at the expense of evangelism. With the church of Smyrna, which is our current study, we shall discover the retaliation of the secret societies. Of the seven churches three were both commended and condemned by Christ, two were commended by our Savior without finding any fault in them and two were condemned without giving them any praise. What is most significant to us is that at the end of each letter Christ personalizes his message to individual Christians with this statement "to him that overcometh." This suggests that not only are there seven distinct church periods within the church age with seven characteristics, there are also seven types of Christians defined by these same characteristics.

Our study of each of the seven churches will be divided into three segments: First we'll relate the characteristics of each local church in each Asia Minor city to what we know historically of that ancient city and church; Second we'll relate these same characteristics to a church period that from our perspective today we can prove historically had those same characteristics; Finally we will relate the characteristics of each church to each individual Christian. As a Christians where do you fit in to the prophetic picture? The answer is found in your Christian characteristic. Therefore, of that characteristic which best fits your own spiritual walk with our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, take particular note for that characteristic is developing you for your eternal occupation in the New Heaven and the New Earth so long as you overcome the obstacles the secret societies have placed before you to hinder you in your part of the spread of the gospel.

And unto the angel of the church in Smyrna write; These things saith the first and the last, which was dead, and is alive; I know thy works, and tribulation, and poverty, (but thou art rich), and I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of Satan. Fear none of those things which thou shalt suffer: behold, the devil shall cast some of you into prison, that ye may be tried; and ye shall have tribulation ten days: be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of life. He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches; He that overcometh shall not be hurt of the second death.
The word Smyrna means "bitterness; suffering." Its root comes from "myrrh" — an ointment used in burial which must be crushed to release its fragrance. This definition covers the entire history of the Smyrna church period. From 170 AD to approximately 312 AD the church suffered severe persecution. Its historic headquarters began in Asia Minor and with the persecution moved West to Rome. In our previous study, the Ephesian church period having discarded its first love of evangelism is now about to be chastised by having its candlestick extinguished through persecution and martyrdom in the Smyrna church period. This period of church history experienced the greatest persecution the church has ever known. Ironically it was also a period when the church reached its greatest numbers in proportion to world population. Tertullian, a church leader of that age, said: "The blood of the martyrs is the seed of the church." Let's never forget the only commandment Christ gave the church: evangelize the world. As contrary as it may sound, when we lose our first love of spreading the gospel of Jesus Christ, God permits persecution to accomplish what we should have done voluntarily.

Christ's characteristic is found in Revelation 2:8— our Savior was dead and is alive. How appropriate this characteristic is to a martyred Christian. As they follow Christ in death, they are assured of resurrection to life. To this Christian Christ has no condemnation only commendation. His commendation for the Smyrna church is found in Revelation 2:9,10— as they suffered persecution they were faithful unto death. Notice they were faithful UNTO death, not UNTIL death. Faithful UNTO death means they submitted to martyrdom. Christ does not mention the methods of persecution but does say that the Devil was behind the slaughter.

Historically we know that Satan attacked the Smyrna Christians in three ways all of which overlapped. First was an indirect attack by passing laws that the authorities knew Christians couldn't in good conscience keep. Hence Christians became criminals, subject to judicial punishment. This technique was used against all the churches of Asia Minor but more specifically in Smyrna. The loyalty to Rome of Smyrna's general population was well-known. This city was the center of emperor worship having won the privilege from the Roman Senate in 23 AD of building the first temple in honor of Tiberius. When Asia Minor Christians refused to bow down to this most powerful man in the world, they found it difficult to find work. Consequently, to sustain life most of the Christian population in Smyrna were self-employed. Under Domitian 86-96 AD, emperor worship became compulsory on threat of death.

The second type of persecution came through taxation. Once a year all people had to bring their taxes to the temple of the emperor and sign allegiance to this man/god. If Christians refused, which they most certainly did, their property and all worldly goods were confiscated, the result of which was poverty. Christ addressed this in Revelation 2:9— "I know thy...poverty, (but thou art rich)." Although poor in material things, Christ said they were rich in righteousness for not bending the knee to an earthly ruler who demanded worship.

The third technique of persecution was a direct physical attack. The first martyr of the Smyrna church period was Polycarp who in the year 166 AD was burned at the stake at the age of 108. At the age of 22, Polycarp became a disciple of the apostle John and was appointed to the position of bishop of Smyrna. Eighty-six years later those who called for Polycarp's death in 166 AD were a few Jews who had joined a predominantly Gentile secret society and had Judaized it. In Revelation 2:9 Christ gives the scriptural name of that secret society: "I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of Satan." To understand what Christ means by "the synagogue of Satan," we must look at history.

Throughout the book of Acts the Gentile riots that were stirred up against the preaching of the gospel were organized by Jews. But did the persecution of the Smyrna church period originate from Jewish synagogues? There are two opinions: First is the opinion that they were Jews who rejected Jesus Christ as their Messiah, hence are no longer considered Jews. There are two scriptures used as proof in this opinion: First is found in Romans 2:28-29 "For he is not a Jew, which is one outwardly. But he is a Jew, which is one inwardly." Second is found in John 8:44 where Christ speaking to the Jews said "Ye are of your father the devil." William Newall, former assistant superintendent of Moody Bible Institute, suggested the same idea with this statement: "Satan early entrenched himself against Christ in his gospel in Judaism." Certainly scripture is replete with examples of Jewish persecution of Christians in the early years of the church. Are Jews, however, the persecutors during the Smyrna church period? The answer say those who hold the second opinion is "no." They were not Jews but Judaized Gentiles. Walter Scott came closest to what I believe is an accurate assessment. In his book "Exposition of the Revelation of Jesus Christ," Scott reminds us of the pretender apostles in the Ephesian church period who were called liars. Another group of liars from an organization Christ calls "the synagogue of Satan" are pretending to be Jews in the Smyrna church period. Walter Scott leaves the reader with the impression that both groups of liars are either the same people or the next generation who are members of a satanic order that Christ called "the synagogue of Satan." I believe this is the proper interpretation. When Christ said "they are not Jews but liars from the synagogue of Satan" I take this literally to mean that they were Gentiles who had taken on Judaic character. We shall return to them later in this study.

In Revelation 2:10 Christ exhorts these persecuted Christians not to fear suffering, that the Devil will persecute them ten days, that they are to be faithful unto death. In the Greek language ten days can be translated literally as ten days. This means that there may only have been ten literal days of persecution on a local scale at Smyrna. If so, I found no indication of this in the history of the city of Smyrna, whose history is scanty at best. One author suggests that these ten days could have been the extent of the arrest, trial, sentence and burning at the stake of Polycarp. The Greek language also allows for ten days to be translated figuratively as ten years or ten periods of time. We know historically that the Smyrna church period ended with ten years of the most intense persecution under Diocletian from 294 AD to 303 AD. Likewise, there were exactly ten periods of persecution that spanned 2 1/2 centuries beginning under Nero in 67 AD and ending under Diocletian in 303 AD. Herein lies the versatility of the Greek language: ten days can mean any of the three suggestions yet include all three. On the broader scale of ten periods of persecution that spanned 2 1/2 centuries, there were times the slaughter would subside when an emperor came to power who didn't hate Christians. Historically, however, it was a sustained persecution begun by ten emperors that lasted almost 300 years.

The immensity of the slaughter made the inquisitions of the Middle Ages pale in comparison. Following is a list of ten Roman emperors whose reigns started ten periods of persecution. We begin with Nero in the year 67 AD who that year ordered the city of Rome to be set aflame. For nine days the fires raged, killing thousands of people while Nero played his harp and sang the song of the burning of Troy. Nero blamed the Christians for setting the flames, giving occasion for the first persecution. Nero's barbarities were so depraved that they even shocked the Romans. He had some sown up in skins of wild beasts then cast to the dogs until they expired. Others were dressed in clothing made stiff with wax, fastened to trees and then set on fire to illuminate his gardens. It was during Nero's reign that both Peter and Paul were martyred.

The second persecution began under Domitian in 81 AD. Christians brought before him were given the chance to live if they would only renounce their religion. The test was an oath they had to take during renunciation. If they refused, death was their sentence. The three most famous martyrs during the reign of Domitian were the apostle John, Simeon the bishop of Jerusalem and Timothy the celebrated disciple of Saint Paul. The apostle John was boiled in oil but miraculously survived and was exiled to Patmos; Simeon was crucified and Timothy was beaten so severely with clubs that he expired two days later.

The third persecution began under Trajan in 108 AD. During his reign Christians were accustomed to meeting before daylight for prayer. They would repeat together that Christ was God, then bind themselves by obligation never to commit theft, robbery or adultery, never to falsify their word and never to defraud any man. Following this daily ritual they had communion and departed. For their righteous acts Trajan daily put to death thousands of these model citizens. Some of these model citizens were thrown to the lions and devoured. In imitation of Christ's passion, others were crowned with thorns, crucified and spears run through their sides. Many pagans who witnessed the death of these courageous martyrs were struck with admiration and themselves became Christians for which they in turn suffered like deaths.

The fourth persecution began under Marcus Antoninus in 162 AD. Cruelties under his reign were so barbaric that the spectators shuddered with horror at the sight yet were astonished at the intrepid sufferers. Christians who already had wounded feet were required to walk over thorns, nails and sharp shells. Others were scourged until their sinews and veins lay bare and afterward were killed with the most excruciating tortures. Many were delivered to lions for their faith. As a result of the astonishing courage of Christians, thousands of pagans became converts to the faith which inspired such fortitude.

Polycarp the bishop of Smyrna ministered during the reign of Marcus. Hearing that the emperor sought after him he fled. Upon capture, the bishop requested of the guards an hour in prayer. So fervent was Polycarp's prayer that the guards repented of their part in his capture yet they still took him before the proconsul who urged Polycarp to renounce Christ and be released. Polycarp replied "Eighty-six years have I served him and he never once wronged me, how then can I blaspheme my King who saved me." Polycarp was tied to the stake but not nailed as usual since he assured the authorities that he would withstand the flames. When the torch lit the kindling, the flames encircled his body like an arch without once scorching his skin. On seeing this, the executioner thrust the bishop through with his sword. The quantity of blood that flowed from Polycarp's wound extinguished the fire.

There were other Christians who had their brains dashed out with clubs, thrown over cliffs, pressed to death with weights and beheaded. So many Christians were martyred during the fourth wave of persecution that they can't be numbered. The catacombs give only a suggestion. Sixty catacombs with galleries eight feet high and four feet wide worm there way beneath the streets of Rome for 600 miles. All are filled with the bones of martyred Christians.

The fifth persecution began with Severus in 192 AD. During his reign the father of the celebrated Origen and several of his brothers and followers were beheaded. Irenaeus was also beheaded. Some of the most horrible methods were employed to make Christians suffer. Some were boiled in oil or boiled in baths of water; others died when boiling tar was poured on their heads. In Africa, the Christians were led to the amphitheatre where they were stripped naked and required to run the gauntlet between hunters who lashed them with whips. Some were thrown to mad bulls and gored to death. It mattered not that they were male or female, young, old or pregnant, they all suffered like fate. By this time one would think that the persecution of Christians would cause a drastic decline in converts. Not so. Tertullian who lived during the fifth persecution wrote that if Christians had collectively withdrawn themselves from Roman territories, the empire would have been greatly depopulated. As unorthodox as it may seem, persecution adds to the rolls of the church. One example is found in the countless officers who, after leading Christians to their executions, became converts themselves.

The sixth persecution began with Maximus in 235 AD. Under his reign two bishops of Rome were martyred. Likewise, Roman Senators who became followers of Christ, perished with all their families. The slaughter was so great that the bodies piled up in heaps or were buried in mass graves.

The seventh persecution began under Decius in 249 AD. His reason for killing Christians was partly because their number had increased to the point that pagan temples were forsaken while churches were filled. During this time Origen at the age of 64 was captured, tortured and thrown into prison but he survived to die a natural death at the age of 69. While some of the most cruel methods were used to make Christians suffer, most were beheaded during the reign of Decius.

The eighth persecution began with Valerian in 257 AD. His first act was to put to death all the Christian clergy in Rome. In another city 300 Christians were rounded up and placed around a burning pit, each was given incense to sacrifice to Jupiter or be thrown into the pit. Refusing, they all of one accord jumped into the pit. Thousands more were burnt to death, beheaded or thrown to wild beasts.

The ninth persecution began under Aurelian in 274 AD, who continued the torture which was only short-lived due to his assassination.

The tenth and final period of persecution began with the reign of Diocletian in 284 AD. Christians were tied to posts and their feet pierced with nails. After days of suffering they were thrust through with lances. Some were smoked to death, others had large stones ties to their bodies and thrown into a river. In the year 286 AD a legion of soldiers consisting of 6,666 men were all Christians and when they refused to sacrifice to the pagan god of the emperor he had them all cut to pieces with their own swords. The most severe years of persecution under Diocletian lasted ten years from 294 AD to 303 AD. In those years, children who had become Christians were sacrificed to pagan gods by their own fathers. In one city, many houses were set afire and whole Christian families perished in the flames. In Africa, a pastor and his children were tortured and then sent to prison where they starved to death. No invention was exhausted to devise tortures against Christians during those last ten years. Racks, scourges, swords, daggers, crosses, poisons and famine were made use of in various parts to dispatch Christians. When the persecutors became bored with slaughter, they reverted to torture. Many Christians had their ears cut off, their noses slit, their right eyes put out, their limbs rendered useless by dreadful dislocations and their flesh seared in conspicuous places with red-hot irons. After 303 AD the persecution subsided and in the year 324 AD Constantine came to power and stopped the persecution.

Each wave of persecution was planned from behind the closed doors of secret societies known as mystery religions in those days. Although Christ did not mention the historic name of these secret societies, in Revelation 2:9-10 he gives it a descriptive name that would identify all secret societies throughout the next 2,000 years. I quote Christ's words: "I know thy works, and tribulation, and poverty. I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of Satan. Fear none of those things which thou shalt suffer."

In this statement Christ ties the awful suffering of the Smyrna church to the synagogue of Satan. When our Lord speaks his words have significant meaning. If not readily understood, Christ expects us to find out what he means for he says eight times in the book of Revelation "he that hath an ear, let him hear." The word "hear" in the Greek means to understand. If Christ ties the suffering to an organization who claims to be Jews but are not, we are to understand who these fake Jews are and from what organization they come. Satan worship is always cloaked in secrecy hence the phrase "mystery religion." The word "mystery" means "secret." In Deuteronomy 13:6-8 God told the children of Israel not to join secret worship societies: "If thy brother, the son of thy mother, or thy son, or thy daughter, or the wife of thy bosom, or thy friend, which is as thine own soul, entice thee secretly, saying, Let us go and serve other gods. Thou shalt not consent unto him, nor hearken unto him."

During the Smyrna church period, Satan had not changed his tactics. His religious activity was still conducted in secret. Christ calls the adversary's secret order "the synagogue of Satan." I devote one portion of my book "Scarlet and the Beast" to understanding Christ's statement about "the synagogue of Satan." Following is a brief synopsis: Zechariah 5 in the Old Testament describes a pagan religion that counterfeits as Jewish. By pagan symbols verse 6 identifies this religion as violent, shrouded in mystery and that it promotes the spiritual resemblance of Solomon's Temple. If Zechariah confirms a counterfeit satanic order that doubles as the Temple of Solomon, it certainly could be called a synagogue of Satan. Christ's profound statement to the Smyrna Christians about this satanic order is so important to our understanding that he intended for it to ring in our ears throughout the church age. In Ephesus, for example, the synagogue of Satan attempted to infiltrate the church; in Smyrna it persecuted the church; in Pergamos it successfully infiltrated the church; in Thyatira it ran the church until it was excised in the inquisitions; in Sardis it funded the Protestant reformation in an attempt to dethrone the power of the church; in Philadelphia it bowed down at the feet of the church and in Laodicea it turned the church materialistic.

If Satan uses the membership of secret societies to plot his schemes against the church, and if this membership are Gentiles calling themselves Jews, we should be able to find it in history and indeed I have. In fact, these Satanists are the offspring of the Gnostic deceivers previously tried and excised from the assembly of believers during the Ephesus church period. Now filled with wrath they return to destroy the church. One example of an excised deceiver who returned to persecute the church is found in the life of Simon Magus. Traditionally he is believed to be the Jewish sorcerer in Acts 8. According to Irenaeus, a church leader during the transition between the Ephesus and Smyrna church periods, Simon Magus was father of the Gnostics. As such, he was the author of a great exposition which gathered together a maze of Oriental notions about the complicated steps that could lead the human mind to a divine comprehension of all things. In Acts 8 we discover that Simon the sorcerer was rebuked by Peter after trying to purchase the power of the Holy Spirit to add to his magical playthings. Tradition informs us that this rebuke rendered the magician's art impotent. Simon, after throwing his magical tools in the sea, fled to Rome and became a favorite of Nero. Simon filled the mind of this sick emperor with like hatred toward Christians and encouraged Nero in the first wave of persecution that would span nearly 300 years. Obviously Simon Magus, a Jew, was of Satan. Therefore, in the life of this evil man we have one example of how Satan uses Jews in an attempt to first infiltrate the church and if vanquished to return as a persecutor of the church. Simon Magus most certainly fits the description of Romans 2:28 which reads "for he is not a Jew which is one outwardly." His kind can also be seen facing Jesus in John 8:44 where Christ says "ye are of your father the devil."

But was Christ speaking of the Simon Magus' when he said "I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of Satan." To find the answer we must understand Satan's strategy. He hates Jews as much as he hates Christians and he is determined to destroy both. To accomplish this task, he first pits Jews against Christians, then Christians against Jews. We see Satan's strategy at work in the history of the early church and continuing throughout medieval history. In the book of Acts, for example, there is a history of the Jewish attack against the church. This attack continued for centuries until the church became the dominant power, then the church persecuted the Jews. When the church became more powerful, Satan went underground as he always does when exposed. And to avoid future exposure, Satan would make the Jews the scapegoat; thus the adversary organized a counterfeit entity that resembled Solomon's Temple. Jesus called it "the synagogue of Satan," those who say they are Jews but are not and do lie.

From behind these pagan temple walls, secret plots against the church continue. In our day, finding hard evidence to support that a secret satanic order was the force behind the persecution of Christians during the Smyrna church period is lacking for two reasons: First, we are removed from that time by almost 2,000 years and second, it is difficult to uncover a secret. Circumstantial evidence, however, is abundant. The first evidence comes from Christ himself when he tied to the persecution of the Smyrna church a mysterious satanic order that claimed to be Jewish but was not. Second, we know that pagan mystery religions are today called secret societies. For example, the word "mystery" in Greek as used in mystery religions means: "to shut the mouth; a secret kept by silence imposed by initiation into religious rites." Third, we know that during the second century after Christ, Gentile mystery religions began to take on Jewish character. This was the direct result of a few Jewish rabbis putting to pen a work they called the Kabbalah. The Kabbalah is a compilation of mystical rabbinical tradition which from the time of the Babylonian captivity was orally handed down from rabbi to rabbi. Much of the Kabbalah contains the Gnostic doctrine of the Zoroastrians of Persian empire days. This mystical work found its way into the Gentile mystery religions of Asian Minor and Greece where its contents were absorbed in their rituals. In my personal library are five volumes of the Kabbalah translated in English. To this day, the Kabbalah is more important to the religious Jews than is the Torah. When Christ rebuked the scribes and Pharisees in Luke 11:52 with these words: "Woe unto you, lawyers! for ye have taken away the key of knowledge," I suggest it was a rebuke of the oral teaching in the Kabbalah. Contained within the Kabbalah is the same Gnostic doctrine taught by the infiltrators of the church during the Ephesian church period.

To further understand what the synagogue of Satan is, we must understand that mystery religions seek from all religions that which is useful to them including those things useful from both Christianity and Judaism. An example has already been cited in the life of Simon Magus. He was a Jew dabbling in the mystic Oriental arts while at the same time desiring to purchase the power of the Holy Spirit. Freemasonry, likewise, claims kinship to Jesus by teaching its initiates that Christ's silence in the face of his interrogation by Pontius Pilate is proof of our Savior's keeping his Masonic oath. These are blasphemous teachings that Christ says takes away the key of knowledge. Christ stressed this to the Smyrna church when he said "I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of Satan."

To discover what secret society Christ was referring to, we must look at its modern successor Freemasonry. In Mackey's "Encyclopedia of Freemasonry" we find this statement: "Each lodge is and must be a symbol of the Jewish Temple, each master in the chair representing the Jewish king and every Freemason a personification of the Jewish workman." In my book "Scarlet and the Beast" I reproduce a picture of inside a Masonic Lodge which is laid out like Solomon's Temple. In the picture are Gentiles dressed like Jewish priests, bowing down before a replica of the Ark of the Covenant. Freemasonry claims it created its degrees from the Jewish Kabbalah, the same Jewish Kabbalah that infiltrated the mystery religions during the Smyrna church period. In fact, the entire Scottish Rite is built on its precepts. Thirty-third degree Freemason Albert Pike mentions the importance of the Kabbalah in its ability of syncretizing all religions. Pike says "All truly dogmatic religions have issued from the Kabbalah and returned to it. The Kabbalah alone consecrates the alliance of the universal reason and the divine word. It establishes the balance between two forces apparently opposite, the eternal balance of being. It alone reconciles reason with faith, science with mystery; it has the keys of the present, the past and the future. Thus was a second Bible born unknown to, or rather, uncomprehended by the Christians."

Syncretizing doctrines of all faiths is a way of modern and near-modern mystery religions and the Jewish Kabbalah furnishes the source material. It was also the way the Grecian and Roman mystery religions of the second century AD. They, likewise, devoured the massive information found written in the rabbinical book of concealed mystery, the Kabbalah. And like Freemasonry today, Gentile initiates into the mystery religions were pronounced Jews upon completion of initiation. Hence, Christ referred to them as "the synagogue of Satan, those who say they are Jews and are not."

The most popular of the synagogues of Satan were the Grecian Eleusinian mysteries. "Eleusis" means to illuminate. The initiates were promised more light with each successive degree. Men from the most remote regions of the earth came to Greece to be initiated in the Eleusinian mysteries. The mysteries were divided into two classes: the lesser and the greater. Upon completion of the lesser degrees, there was a six month waiting period before initiates could petition for the greater degrees. Lesser degree initiates were called mysties, a title derived from a Greek word meaning "to shut the eyes" signifying that they were yet blind to the greater truths in the greater degrees. Only those found worthy were accepted for initiation into the secrets of the greater degrees which included licentious ceremonies to reach godhood. I have no doubt that those false apostles during the Ephesian church period who taught licentiousness as a means to salvation, were initiates in the greater degrees of the Eleusinian mysteries where it was the most popular secret society of its days.

As in Freemasonry today, during each initiation into the Eleusinian mysteries, aspirants took an oath of secrecy. The splendor of the initiation that followed surpassed all contemporary initiations of its kind and were deemed of so much importance that their secrets fell under the special protection of the state. In fact, by state law magistrates, most of whom were greater degree initiates, met annually at the close of their cities' licentious festival to pass sentence upon anyone who violated or transgressed the laws which governed the administration of their sacred rites. Hence, a legal excuse was legislated for the persecution of Christians.

Recognition between initiates in the Eleusinian mysteries was the standard system of secret signs, grips and passwords found in all mystery religions in modern secret societies. According to Mackey's "Encyclopedia of Freemasonry" the Eleusinian mysteries exerted a powerful influence on the secret societies of the Middle Ages such as the Rosicrucian and the Knights Templar Order. It was these two Orders respectively that founded in 1717 English Freemasonry and in 1725 French Freemasonry.

Freemasonry also claims its use of the Eleusinian mysteries specifically in the initiation ceremony of the third degree. Moreover, 33rd degree Freemason Albert Mackey claims that the temple of the Eleusinian mysteries was patterned after the Temple of Solomon as is Freemasonry today which further strengthens the fact that these mysteries had taken on Jewish character.

Prior to the latter half of the second century when the persecution of the Smyrna Christians began, the Eleusinian mysteries had already absorbed three Kabbalistic rites into its greater degrees. Upon completing initiation, these Gentile initiates were pronounced Jews. I will now name the six lesser degrees and the six greater degrees of the Eleusinian mysteries. First degree is called Eleusis, the advent or coming into light. Second degree is called Hierophant, the expounder of mystery. The third degree is called Hooperit (ph), the minister. Fourth degree is called Diokonos (ph), the deacon. Fifth degree is called Dadouchos, the torch-bearer. Sixth degree is called Photogog (ph), the bringer-in of light. Seventh degree is called Epoptes, the temple-goer. Eight degree is called Altopsy (ph), the seer of light. Ninth degree is called Hebrew, the completed one. Tenth degree is called Teleos (ph), the adept or perfected one. Eleventh degree is called Israelite, the god-seer, purified from all guile. And the final degree is called Jew. It is this degree that the candidate is pronounced to be his own god.

I suggest that Jesus Christ was both informing and warning the Smyrna church period of the source of their persecution as the Eleusinian mysteries when he said "I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of Satan." This same warning extends to our day, for Freemasonry claims connection to the Eleusinian Mysteries. Therefore, Christ's expression to the Smyrna Christians of who their persecutors are, is meant for the entire church age.

In America it is difficult for us to fathom the persecutions of the church yet in other countries it has occurred this century and was instigated by secret societies. A few examples follow the same vicious pattern of the ancient Roman persecutions. In China in the year 1905, the Boxer Rebellion through persecution attempted to force native converts to renounce Christianity. Webster's Dictionary defines the Boxers as a Chinese secret society. In Russia following the first World War, the communist revolution slaughtered millions of Christians. I document in my book "Scarlet and the Beast" that those who persecuted the Russian Christians were members of the homicidal Masonic Lodge who after the slaughter carved Masonic symbols on the victims' bodies. Hitler, himself, knew that communism was the brainchild of Freemasonry but he believed that Freemasonry was controlled by Jews. In fact, Hitler coined the phrase "Judeo-Freemasonry." Another example of modern persecution of the church by secret societies occurred in Africa in the early 1970s (again, the documentation is in my book). According to British Intelligence, the communist revolution in Angola was a Masonic revolution and a Masonic slaughter of Christians. When British Intelligence officers were sent to a missionary compound called the Elam (ph) Mission Station, they found no survivors. One officer reported "I viewed the remains of 13 white missionaries who had been hacked to death. One 55 year old woman had an axe buried in her head. A three year-old baby girl was pinned to the dirt floor with a bayonet through her temples. All these victims bore the signs of Masonic ritualistic murder, all disemboweled and Kabbalistic symbols carved all over their bodies, lips and noses cut off."

Satan's use of Kabbalistic symbols in the synagogue of Satan is no accident; he hates Jews as much as he hates Christians. By design, when Kabbalistic symbols surround the scenes of murder victims, the scapegoat becomes the Jew. This is Satan's age-old plan to destroy both Christians and Jews alike. First, his secret societies who say they are Jews but are not, slaughter Christians. When pagan Kabbalistic symbols are found carved on the victims, Satan raises a Hitler to retaliate and slaughter the Jews.

Another persecution of Christians occurred in China beginning in 1950 with the Chinese Communist Revolution. It, too, was a secret society revolution led by Grand Orient Freemason Mao Tse Tung. And as the church in ancient Rome increased in number with each persecution, the underground church in China grew exponentially with the slaughter of each Christian.

What about our nation? Are secret societies persecuting and killing Christians here? Absolutely, but it's not publicized. One example is cited by David Berkowitz, a serial killer during the mid-1970s. Berkowitz was a member of a cult by the name "Son of Sam," a cult founded by a secret society called the Ordo Templi Orientis* better known as the OTO. The OTO was founded in 1902 by two 33rd degree Freemasons. At its head in 1912 was 33rd degree Freemason Alistair Crowley, the sweetheart of modern rock stars. This is the same Masonic Lodge that slaughtered Christians during the 1917 communist revolution in Russia and it's the same Masonic Lodge that slaughtered the missionaries in Angola in the early 1970s. David Berkowitz claims that all his murders were contracts handed down by the Son of Sam cult leaders. One victim he mentions was a young and beautiful brunette who he stabbed to death inside a church while she was praying. Her crime, according to Berkowitz, was that several months earlier she had been invited to one of their cult meetings where she boldly witnessed Jesus Christ.

* The information regarding Son of Sam "apparently relies on an uncorrected first edition of a books previously litigated by Ordo Templi Orientis" according to their legal department. (02/18/03)—PHILOLOGOS
We can never know how many times this type of martyrdom has been repeated in our nation. For the most part, however, America has been protected from large-scale persecutions and we can document why. Statistics published in 1975 hold the key to that documentation. For the past 150 years, 95% of the world's missionaries and missionary funding have come from our nation. What happens when a church becomes evangelical? The synagogue of Satan will bow the knee to the church as we shall see during the Philadelphia church period. Let this be a lesson to every church in America today: evangelism emanating from your church will keep Satan on his knees.

Now let's discuss the eternal occupation of the Smyrna Christian. A clue is found in Revelation 2:10-11. Those who overcome the temptation of renouncing Christ to save their mortal lives and are willing to submit to martyrdom will receive a crown of life and shall not be hurt of the second death. Second death is defined in Revelation 20. It's the death pronounced on the wicked following the Great White Throne Judgment at the end of the Millennium. Hebrews 9:27 states "it is appointed unto men once to die, but after this the judgment." According to 2 Corinthians 5:8, when the righteous die we are immediately in the presence of the Lord. One day we shall be resurrected and given new bodies. Revelation 20:6 refers to this as the first resurrection. The first resurrection implies that there will be a second resurrection and indeed there will be but it's the resurrection of the wicked; only to them will the second death apply.

According to the parable of the beggar and the rich man in Luke 16, when the wicked die they go to a place of torment called hell. Revelation 20:13 confirms that at the end of the Millennium the wicked will be raised from hell to face judgment, this is the second resurrection. Now I want you to imagine the frame of mind of the wicked dead in hell; they are in unbelievable torment, some for thousands of years, others only a few days when suddenly they are taken out of that torment in the second resurrection. No longer in hell, they are obviously no longer in torment. They have been given a short reprieve to defend themselves. Their judge is a just God who will judge them from the book of works. Their defense is a display of their works all of which is documented in the book of works. God responds to their defense "But did you accept my son as your personal Savior? He shed his blood for your sins. Were you washed in the blood of the Lamb? If so, your name will be written in this book" and God picks up the Lamb's Book of Life and hands it to the defendant. In vain he searches for his name. Then God pronounces judgment: "Depart from me, I never knew you." Immediately the wicked man is hurled back into hell. This is the second death. The wicked who stand before God in their short reprieve for judgment certainly can remember the torments of hell. As they wait their turn they are gripped with fear as they see person after person cast back into hell. Not so with the martyred Smyrna Christians. In life they were given every opportunity to renounce Christ and live, instead they were faithful unto death. As horrible as their torment was, their first and only death is nothing in comparison to the second death of the wicked.

Christ gives the Smyrna Christian the assurance that he that overcometh shall not be hurt of the second death. In the phrase "shall not be hurt of the second death" there is an exceedingly strong negative in the Greek. This martyr shall in no wise, on no account, under no circumstances ever be injured of the second death. The Smyrna overcomer is the one who is faithful unto death; one who sees the once dead and now living Savior in heaven and with that vision is bolstered in his faith to endure like punishment knowing full-well and without doubt that when his life is taken he will instantly be with the Lord. This type of Christian will bravely accept martyrdom. This Christian also has assurance that he will never be touched by the second death, the death that sends those whose names are not written in the Lamb's Book of Life to an eternal lake of fire.

Where do you fit into this picture? If you're persecuted for proclaiming the name of Christ or for defending the faith or if you lose your job because you are a Christian or if your house and all your possessions are taken because you refuse to pledge allegiance to another god, or if you're murdered because you refuse to renounce Christ as Savior, you are a Smyrna Christian and all of Christ's commendations and exhortations apply to you and with them comes no condemnation. Revelation 7:14-17 informs us of the eternal occupation of the Smyrna overcomer: "These are they which came out of great tribulation, and have washed their robes, and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. Therefore are they before the throne of God, and serve him day and night in his temple: and he that sitteth on the throne shall dwell among them. They shall hunger no more, neither thirst any more; neither shall the sun light on them, nor any heat. For the Lamb which is in the midst of the throne shall feed them, and shall lead them unto living fountains of waters: and God shall wipe away all tears from their eyes."

History of Smyrna

Smyrna: The persecuted church
Background: Smyrna had an excellent harbor and still does today. It is a beautiful seacoast resort town in Turkey called Izmir. The city is the oldest of the seven and the city was probably established not very long after the great flood. Smyrna came under Roman control about 27 BC. The residents of the ancient city worshiped many pagan gods including Zeus, Apollo, Aprodite, Aesculapius, Cybele, Poseidon, Demeter, and later Caesar. Each year a Roman citizen had to burn a pinch of incense on the altar of Dea Roman, the goddess of Rome. This became a test for the Christians and many who refused were burned at the stake or killed by wild beasts in the arena. Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna in 169 AD., refused to recant and was burned at the stake at the hands of Jewish leaders.

Before we turn to the details of our text, it might be helpful to know something about the city of Smyrna where this particular congregation was located.  The ancient city of Smyrna–now the city of Izmir–is a port city on the western coast of Asia Minor.  Possessing a fine harbor, the Smyrna of John’s day was a thriving commercial center of about 250,000 people. 

Ancient city, Anatolia. Located east of Smyrna (modern Izmir), it was the chief city and capital of the kingdom of Lydia from the 7th century BC and the first city where gold and silver coins were minted. It fell to the Persians c. 546 BC and passed to the Romans in 133 BC. Destroyed by an earthquake in AD 17, it was rebuilt and remained one of the great cities of Anatolia until the later Byzantine period. It was obliterated by Timur in 1402. Its ruins include the ancient Lydian citadel, but excavations have uncovered more remains of the Hellenistic and Byzantine city than of the ancient Lydian town.

HISTORY:   

            The city was under control of the Pergamon Kingdom for some time after the death of Alexander the Great.The city once again began to thrive in 190 B.C. while under roman rule, playing an important role for the development of Christianity. A great cultural renaissance occurred in İzmir under the romans. İzmir remained under roman rule until the fourth cuntury A.D., when the Roman Empire split to two (A.D. 395). İzmir fell under Byzantine infulance and became part of the Eastern Roman Empire, serving as one of the most important bastions of Byzantium until the year 1320. 
During this period many Byzantine-style structures were erected in İzmir. In addition, with the spread of the Christian religion, a paralel increase in religious structure and art were also winessed. Despite the fact that  İzmir was taken over by the (the upper half) was ruled first by Emir Çaka Bey and later by Aydınoğlu Gazı Umur Bey of the Turkish Seljuk Empire (in 1320). In the 14th cuntury the castle and the lower part of İzmir were conquered by the Knights of Rhodes (1344). In the 15th century, when the Otoman sultan assumed control over Anatolia, he made İzmir a part of his empire, but the Mongol khan, Timur, invaded the city the Otoman Empire at the time, succeeded in retaining the city as capital of his kingdom until 1415, when Otoman Sultan Mehmet I brought the city back  under his control. In 1422 Sultan Mehmet II made İzmir a permanent part of the Otoman Empire. Starting in the 16th century İzmir developed as a centre of trade of the Otoman Empire and in the 18th and 19th centuries became an international commerce capital under British, French, Italian and Dutch traders. After World War I (1914-18), the Turkish government launched its struggle for independence. The war for İzmir’s independence ended on September. 9, 1922, and today İzmir holds a prominent place in Turkey’s recent history.   

The city had a long history of loyalty to Rome and as early as 195 B. C. built a temple dedicated to the goddess of Rome. In 26 A.D. the city built a temple in honor of Emperor Tiberius, and boasted of being the first city which promoted worship of the emperor. This is one of the first concrete steps taken on the slippery but inevitable road to full-blown emperor worship. The imperial cult–emperor worship–is the backdrop against which John will describe the beast, the supreme agent of Satan Ancient writers describe Smyrna as among the most beautiful of cities because two of the local temples–the temple of Zeus and the temple dedicated to Cybele, a pagan goddess–gave the cities’ skyline the appearance of a crown, hence the reference in ancient writings to “the crown of Smyrna.” The city was also well-known for groves of trees whose bark produced an aromatic gum known as myrrh, one of the precious spices brought to Jesus by the astrologers from the east and which was the basic element used for our Lord’s embalming and burial.  Since there were citizens of Smyrna in the audience during Peter’s Pentecost sermon in Acts 2, it is possible that a church existed here from the beginning of the church age, although some of the church fathers suggest the church here was founded much later. There was also a very large Jewish population in the area which was openly hostile toward the struggling church. Coexisting with emperor worship, the members of the local synagogue, apparently, made every effort to make sure local authorities did not regard Christianity as a form of Judaism, and therefore, not a legally sanctioned religion. Instead, these Jews openly encouraged the Roman government to crack down on them. In AD 155, Polycarp, who had been the bishop of the church there for many years was arrested and then killed for refusing to deny his Lord. The famous church historian Eusebius reports Polycarp as saying to his inquisitor: “Eighty-six years have I served Christ, and he has never done me wrong. How can I blaspheme my king who saved

me?” For uttering these words, Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna was burned at the stake.  

Homer’s city 

            İzmir was formerly called Symrna after the Amazon warrşor-queen of hellenic mythology.Throughout history İzmir has been home to many civilisations, celebrating its symbolic 5,000th birthday in the year 2000.With its unique historical background, the city stil bears traces of the lonian, Lydian, Phrygian, Alexandrian and Pergamon kingdoms, as well as the Roman, Arab, Seljuk and Otoman empires. The lliad and The Odyssey, epics written by Homer, the famous poet of ancient times, about İzmir and its surroundings in which he mentions his constant trips around the Meles Çayı(Meles Stream) and the Gulf of İzmir, where he used to play his lyreare a great sourcfe of pride to the people of the city. 

The Text:

2:8  Καὶ τῷ ἀγγέλῳ τῆς ἐκκλησίας Σμυρναίων γράψον Τάδε λέγει ὁ πρῶτος καὶ ὁ ἔσχατος ὃς ἐγένετο νεκρὸς καὶ ἔζησεν
8And unto the angel of the church in Smyrna write; These things saith the first and the last, which was dead, and is alive;

2:9  Οἶδά σου τὰ ἔργα ---I know thy works.  (I am knowing inherently your works)

 καὶ τὴν θλῖψιν---and the tribulation of you.  Tribulation is Thlipsis, and means not just tribulation as we think in Revelation but means mental pressure, affliction, pressed upon, mental distress, in mental straits.  God was well aware of the pressures of the pastorate and the pressures upon an individual church to stand up for Truth under adverse circumstances.  Truly the Church at Smyrna had to do this for the city was steeped in idolatry along with all other Roman provinces.  Smyrna, however was a seat of the Old Babylonian Worship from Nimrod and one of the last places where it was practiced freely.  That along with the Roman Gods and Caesar Worship placed a great deal of tribulation upon this church to the point that graffiti has been found showing the utter contempt and hatred of Christians in this city.   

 καὶ τὴν πτωχείαν πλούσιος --and poverty, (but thou art rich).  Poverty is Ptocheian and is used of beggars or one destitute of food and basic needs of life.    This word is the opposite of the word here for riches (plousios) meaning wealthy, abounding in material resources;  metaph. abounding, abundantly supplied and  abounding (rich) in Christian virtues and eternal possessions;  That is, that although they were hated, and could hardly buy food and were poverty stricken, they had riches which the Lord knew about, and in the parenthetical Our Lord states:  “I know your poverty”…but in parenthetical states, (but you are really abounding in riches as to virtue and eternal things.  What a lesson for church members today.  It is amazing that most of the Gospel everyday work and finance is carried out by people who have little financial means, but they trust God and He supplies their needs because they are centered in His Will, doing His Work, for His Glory.

δὲ εἶ καὶ τὴν βλασφημίαν -- and [I know] the blasphemy…  Blasphemy is from “blasphemia” in the Original and means slander, detraction, speech injurious, to another's good name;  impious and reproachful speech injurious to divine majesty; to speak evil of.   

 τῶν λεγόντων Ἰουδαίους εἶναι ἑαυτούς --of them which say they are Jews, continually speaking and saying without interruption that they themselves are being Jews.

καὶ οὐκ εἰσὶν –and not they are being.  (They are not being such) (Verb eisin is a Greek 3rd person plural, present tense, indicative mood, active voice)  They are not being.  The verb form being and meaning a continuous action without interruption.  They were constantly without interruption saying they were Jews, but they are not being such.
ἀλλὰ συναγωγὴ--but the synagogue  (but they are continuously being the synagogue of Satan

Synagogue, here is from the Greek sun+Ago  meaning to go with,  but when compounded into sunago,  is translated  an assembly, meeting place, an assembly of Jews, etc.

 τοῦ Σατανᾶ-- of Satan,   Literally,  “of the Satan”  the word tou, being in the genitive or ablative case, genitive showing ownership and ablative showing an origin or separation from;  that is the synagogue which belonged to Satan or which originated out of him.  
Satana here is the Greek word for Satan and means: 1) adversary (one who opposes another in purpose or act), the name given to a) the prince of evil spirits, the inveterate adversary of God and Christ 1) he incites apostasy from God and to sin 2) circumventing men by his wiles 3) the worshippers of idols are said to be under his control 4) by his demons he is able to take possession of men and inflict them with diseases 5) by God's assistance he is overcome 6) on Christ's return from heaven he will be bound with chains for a thousand years, but when the thousand years are finished he will walk the earth in yet greater power, but shortly after will be given over to eternal punishment b) a Satan-like man  (Thayer’s Greek Lexicon)

Again, The Messiah of Israel, walking up and down in the midst of the seven golden candlesticks, KNOWS what is going on in those candlesticks and with their stars.  He knows all the problems, trials, tribulations, hatred, anger, resentment, his church goes through.  We may ask, “Why does he allow it?”  I can only answer that heavy loads carried by men make strong men.  Heavy burdens build strong Christian character, and men who are men of honor.  Churches which stand against the powers of Satan always are the brightest shining lights among the heathen.  They may hate the light and may not come to the light, but they cannot overpower it.  “I will build my church and the gates (powers, authorities) of the unseen world, (hell, the grave, the citizens of hell, the powers of hell) shall not ever prevail (overcome, conquer) it.”  And the world cannot comprehend why God’s people will band together in a church and do this.  To them it is a life for fools.  Our beloved Apostle Paul said, “The preaching of the cross is to them that perish, foolishness but to us who are saved, it is the power of God unto Salvation.”  

2:10  --Fear not … Literally it is a Greek imperative in the middle or passive voice.  Middle voice is an action with reference to oneself, whereas the passive voice means to be acted upon to cause one to do something.  Fear is Phobos,  meaning, to put to flight by terrifying (to scare away); a) to put to flight, to flee; b) to fear, be afraid; 1) to be struck with fear, to be seized with alarm; a) of those startled by strange sights or occurrences; b) of those struck with amazement; 2) to fear, be afraid of one; 3) to fear (i.e. hesitate) to do something (for fear of harm). The  word none, is “meedeen” and mean no thing, and no person, nothing, not anything.  (Thayer’s Greek Lexicon).  Our Lord orders them in the imperative mood,  You will not be fearing, or be terrified, or be put to flight, fear for harm, for ANYTHING, no person and no thing.

 ἃ μέλλεις πάσχειν ἰδού, -- the things you shall be suffering or doing of about to do, for Look (idou) or Behold,   Suffer here is from paschein, meaning to be sadly suffering.  Our Lord said “Do not be afraid of anything or anyone you may suffer under or through.”  The Absolute Sovereign God of the Universe, the one walking in the midst of the candlesticks, has the keys to death and hell, and all the powers that are in them and is Lord over Heaven and Hell and all that is therein.
 μέλλει βάλειν ἐξ ὑμῶν ὁ διάβολος – Behold, The Devil shall cast some of you 

(Ho diabolos)  Diabolos is the old name for Satan and means the accuser, the slanderer, the false accuser.  Satan nor his children have no qualms about telling a lie about God’s people.  It is part of their modus operandi.  He himself is about to or is on the point of or getting ready to (mellei) to be throwing, casting, out of you.  The Devil himself is on the point of throwing some of you, some out of you, some of your flock; He is preparing to cast you into prison even now.  Satan and his churches always have chains to place on the wrists and ankles of the people of God.  They always imprison God’s people with ecclestical dogma shackling them and wrapping their very hearts and souls in chains of superstition, ritual, tradition, etc.  And any time he can, he places God’s people in a literal prison.  If you can recall the imprisonment of Jim Bakker from PTL Club, the police brought him to court with leg irons and handcuffs and chains, implying by such he was a major criminal.  It was all Satan’s hype to show that he was a terrible criminal.  He had murdered no one, but was shackled like Charles Manson.  Hollywood, anytime it makes a movie about born-again children of God or Bible preachers, they are always, liars, cheats, adulterer, thieves, and murderers and drunks.  But every movie of a Roman Priest, he is dedicated, solemn, holy, spiritual, and a true man of God.  Satan’s children are always calling the church “hypocrites” and are quick to say they won’t go to church with “hypocrites”.  But, they will go to the bar, the grocery store, the ball park, the movie house, the city hall, and everywhere else with the hypocrites.   People that sin are not hypocrites.  Hypocrite is a Greek word that mean an “actor on a stage”.  Those who pretend and put on an act in or out of church are the true hypocrites.  But suffice it to say, that the Devil is a liar and the father of liars.  He is a false accuser and his children are too.  And this is character who is on the threshold of throwing some of the members of the church at Smyrna into prison.
 εἰς φυλακὴν – literally under guard, under the watchful eye of a guard in a prison house.  Such was the fate of Paul the Apostle in Phillipi

να πειρασθτε   –that you may be tried and,  you shall have  tribulation ten days.  Tried is from Peirazoo, meaning: to try whether a thing can be done, to attempt, endeavour;  to try, make trial of, test: for the purpose of ascertaining his quantity, or what he thinks, or how he will behave himself; in a bad sense, to test one maliciously, craftily to put to the proof his feelings or judgments;  to try or test one's faith, virtue, character, by enticement to sin, to solicit to sin, to tempt, of the temptations of the devil.  The same word is used in James, “Let no man say when he is tempted, I am tempted of God: for God cannot be tempted with evil, neither tempteth he any man:”   It means then properly to be put on trial by the devil to see if you will break or if you will succumb to his desires.  

As to the ten days, see Gen 24:55 And her brother and her mother said, Let the damsel abide with us [a few] days, at the least ten; after that she shall go. And Daniel 1:12: Prove thy servants, I beseech thee, ten days; and let them give us pulse to eat, and water to drink.  This is an old Hebraism for a short time, or a little while.  The least of time to prove something.  In other words, Our Lord wa telling them it was but a short time they would be in the hands of the Devil for this tempting.  If we would only stop and think how much in our lives have been ruined by our yielding to temptation just one time, in a moment of time, and how long the consequence and payment for sin for such a moment of time in the temptation.  This is why our Lord added the words, 
s – Be thou faithful until Death…--the words “Be thou” is from the word ginomai,  which means to come into existence, to come into life, (we get the word gynecology from this word).  It is in the imperative mood and again is an order, “It is imperative that you come into existence in this tribulation…”  faithful  from pistis, meaning full of faith, full of belief and trust.  Thayers Greek Lexicon says, “trusty, faithful;  a) of persons who show themselves faithful in the transaction of business, the execution of commands, or the discharge of official duties; b) one who kept his plighted faith, worthy of trust; c) that can be relied on;2) easily persuaded,  believing, confiding, trusting;  in the NT one who trusts in God's promises;   one who is convinced that Jesus has been raised from the dead;  one who has become convinced that Jesus is the Messiah and author of salvation.

Until death is “archee thanatou” and translates, “even unto or until”  Death, (thanatou)  the death of the body; that separation (whether natural or violent) of the soul and the body by which the life on earth is ended;  with the implied idea of future misery in hell; the power of death;  since the nether world, the abode of the dead, was conceived as being very dark, it is equivalent to the region of thickest darkness i.e. figuratively, a region enveloped in the darkness of ignorance and sin;  metaph., the loss of that life which alone is worthy of the name,  the misery of the soul arising from sin, which begins on earth but lasts and increases after the death of the body in hell; the miserable state of the wicked dead in hell; in the widest sense, death comprising all the miseries arising from sin, as well physical death as the loss of a life consecrated to God and blessed in him on earth, to be followed by wretchedness in hell.

There are two Greek Words in the New Testament translated “death”  One is the word Nekros, and the other is Thanatos.  Nekros refers to the human body as a rotting, corpse.  Thanatos, refers to the rotting body and the Spiritual death in hell.
 καὶ δώσω σοι  --- And I will be giving to you…doso (from didomai, meaning to give a gift of grace, to supply a need, to give as a furnishing, to give what is due someone, a reward.  to give what is due or obligatory, to pay: wages or reward; to grant, give to one asking, let have.  
τὸν στέφανον τῆς ζωῆς – (ton stephanon tees zoees) and I will give thee a crown of life.  The word crown here being stephanon and meaning:  a crown;  a mark of royal or (in general) exalted rank;  the wreath or garland which was given as a prize to victors in public games;   metaph. the eternal blessedness which will be given as a prize to the genuine servants of God and Christ: the crown (wreath) which is the reward of the righteousness;  that which is an ornament and honour to one.  

Of Life (tees zoees) --  life;  the state of one who is possessed of vitality or is animate;  every living soul;  life;

of the absolute fulness of life, both essential and ethical, which belongs to God, and through him both to the hypostatic "logos" and to Christ in whom the "logos" put on human nature;  life real and genuine, a life active and vigorous, devoted to God, blessed, in the portion even in this world of those who put their trust in Christ, but after the resurrection to be consummated by new accessions (among them a more perfect body), and to last for ever.

2:11  ὁ ἔχων οὖς ἀκουσάτω τί τὸ πνεῦμα λέγει ταῖς ἐκκλησίαις ὁ νικῶν οὐ μὴ ἀδικηθῇ ἐκ τοῦ θανάτου τοῦ δευτέρου
11He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches; He that overcometh shall not be hurt of the second death.  

The one having and owning ears, He will be hearing (another imperative).  It is a command for those with ears to be hearing.  Every time you find in the King James Bible, the words, “Let” or “Let him” or “Let us” it is almost always in the imperative mood and means a command.  “He will be hearing the things the Spirit is continuously saying to the churches,   The one overcoming, (from Nikao meaning to conquer) shall not now or at any future time, be hurt  (literally, to wrong some one, act wickedly towards him,  to hurt, damage, harm.  Out of the second Death, (thanatos)  Every person in the Lord’s church is commanded to be listening to the Spirit of God as he speaks to us, through the Word of God, and we are to be hearing what He speaks to God’s churches.  Those who are the conquerors over the temptations will be crowned and the Second  Death (the Horrible spiritual death) shall not have any power to harm or hurt them.
COMMENTARY ON SMYRNA:
Thirty-five miles to the north of Ephesus is the port city of Smyrna.  A city founded by the Hittites dating back to 2000 B.C., the Greeks “Sea peoples” conquered the land about 1100 B.C. The city was part of the Ionian league of Greek city states.  The city was completely destroyed in 600 B.C. by the Lydian King Alyattes II.  The city was rebuilt by Alexander and his generals Lysimachus about 300 B.C. The city was conquered by the Romans and in 193 B.C. a temple was erected to the deity of Rome.  

Smyrna was the first city in all of Asia to build a temple to Dea Roma (the goddess Rome). In the New Testament age this city had a population of more than 100,000 people.
         The temples of Zeus and Cybele were linked by a mall said to surpass all others. Smyrna was a wealthy port city, which the flow of trade entering and leaving Asia Minor utilized.  The city was controlled by guilds, those refusing to join or denied membership would be unable to enter in commerce.

Jesus Christ is the first and last who was dead and is alive. Jesus says this assembly had works, tribulation and poverty but He assures them that although poor physically they are rich spiritually. In those days, there were many Jews in the city that said they were Jews but they actually persecuted the true Jews who found Jesus to be the Messiah. Jesus tells us that that these false Jews are the synagogue of Satan. When Jesus was in the flesh on earth, He also said many of the leaders of Israel were of their father the Devil when they rejected Him as their Messiah. They later enticed the nation to have Him crucified. Paul tells us in Romans chapter 9 that true Israel is not those descended from Israel (Jacob) by the flesh but only those descended from Jacob and that were elected to the promise.

The tribulation and suffering that would last for ten days spoken of in this passage may have been  the times of persecution under the ten Roman Caesars since the birth of the New Testament Churches. They were: Nero, Domitian, Trajan, Marcus Aurelius, Severus, Maximinus, Decius, Valerian, Aurelian and Diocletian. The last of them had the most believers slaughtered. 

Bible scholars do not dispute that the ten days of tribulation that Jesus spoke of actually happened. What they dispute is which persecution literally fulfilled it. There most likely was a fulfillment to the local church that was at Smyrna as well as a fulfillment through the prophetic timeline. The ten Caesars probably fulfilled the prophetic timeline.

During the rule of these ten Caesars, it is estimated that five million believers were killed by the Romans as well as by the Jews that rejected their Messiah. Jesus told this church that those who held on to their faith in spite of losing their physical lives would be given a crown of life.

After these ten evil Caesars, it seems that Satan concluded that killing the Christians could not defeat Christianity. He then changed his approach and infiltrated the leadership of the churches by mixing the Church with state political appointees. 

Under Constantine in 312 AD, Christianity was adopted by Roman Government and Constantine granted religious tolerance to “Christians” At that time, Satan began the process of corrupting the church from within by joining the church with the pagan world political system, the result of which was the Holy Roman Catholic Church.

Only those with spiritual ears can hear what the Spirit says to the churches. Those that overcome will not be hurt of the second death. Later in this book, we will find out that the second death is the Lake of Fire. It is where all will go who are not written in the book of life. No one who overcomes by washing their sins away with the blood of the Lamb will ever take part in this second death.

This persecuted church is one of only two churches that Jesus has no message of criticism for. The other church is Philadelphia. Jesus in general is well pleased with the people who make up the Church at Smyrna.

[image: image1.jpg]




The ancient city of Smyrna–now the city of Izmir–is a port city on the western coast of Asia Minor.

Possessing a fine harbor, the Smyrna of John’s day was a thriving commercial center of about 250,000

people. The city had a long history of loyalty to Rome and as early as 195 B. C. built a temple dedicated

to the goddess of Rome. In 26 A.D. the city built a temple in honor of Emperor Tiberius, and boasted of

being the first city which promoted worship of the emperor. This is one of the first concrete steps taken

on the slippery but inevitable road to full-blown emperor worship. The imperial cult–emperor

worship–is the backdrop against which John will describe the beast, the supreme agent of Satan.2

Ancient writers describe Smyrna as among the most beautiful of cities because two of the local

temples–the temple of Zeus and the temple dedicated to Cybele, a pagan goddess–gave the cities’ skyline

the appearance of a crown, hence the reference in ancient writings to “the crown of Smyrna.” The city

was also well-known for groves of trees whose bark produced an aromatic gum known as myrrh, one of

the precious spices brought to Jesus by the astrologers from the east and which was the basic element

used for our Lord’s embalming and burial.3

Since there were citizens of Smyrna in the audience during Peter’s Pentecost sermon in Acts 2, it is

possible that a church existed here from the beginning of the church age, although some of the church

fathers suggest the church here was founded much later. There was also a very large Jewish population

in the area which was openly hostile toward the struggling church. Coexisting with emperor worship, the

members of the local synagogue, apparently, made every effort to make sure local authorities did not

regard Christianity as a form of Judaism, and therefore, not a legally sanctioned religion. Instead, these

Jews openly encouraged the Roman government to crack down on them. In AD 155, Polycarp, who had

been the bishop of the church there for many years was arrested and then killed for refusing to deny his

Lord. The famous church historian Eusebius reports Polycarp as saying to his inquisitor: “Eighty-six

years have I served Christ, and he has never done me wrong. How can I blaspheme my king who saved

me?” For uttering these words, Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna was burned at the stake.4

Let us now turn to our text, Revelation 2:8-11 and our Lord’s letter to the church in Smyrna. In this

letter, Jesus warns his church about the persecution they will face at the hands of Satan. But even

though this church is called to suffer, it is also called to triumph.

It is Jesus Christ who commands John to write this letter “to the angel of the church.” Indeed, our Lord’s

divine authority to speak to his people is borne out by the following assertion: “These are the words of
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him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again.” When Jesus speaks of himself as the

First and the Last, there are powerful echoes from the prophecy of Isaiah when YHWH addresses Israel.

In Isaiah 44:6, YHWH declares in almost identical words to those we find here: “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.” Given the similarity between these two texts, it is clear that Jesus’s authority to

address the church in Smyrna is identical to that of YHWH’s authority to address Israel. The implication

is clear. Jesus’ authority over his church is the same as God’s authority because it is God’s authority.

Notice too, that Jesus speaks of himself as the one who died and came to life again. It was Jesus who

died on the cross for the sins of his people and who was raised to life for our justification, and who by

virtue of his humiliation, has now been exalted to the status of King of Kings and Lord of Lords. In

Revelation 1:18, John has already quoted the Risen Jesus as declaring of himself: “I am the Living One; I

was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades.” To the

church in Smyrna, Jesus reaffirms this glorious promise which is especially important in the context of

Satanically inspired persecution facing Christians there, the constant threat of imprisonment and death.

Throughout the Book of Revelation we will see Satan attempt to imitate the power of Christ in order to

receive worship for himself. This blasphemous deception can be seen in a number of ways, such as in

the false Trinity composed of Satan, the beast and the false prophet, who mimic the Father, Son and Holy

Spirit.5 In the letter to Smyrna, Jesus speaks of himself as the “living one, the one who holds the keys of

death and Hades.” This means that Jesus alone is the Lord of life and of death. But this is a claim Satan

will attempt to counterfeit. In Revelation 13, we find this description of the beast, who is the supreme

agent of Satan: “One of the heads of the beast seemed to have had a fatal wound, but the fatal wound had

been healed. The whole world was astonished and followed the beast.”

While John’s assertion about the beast is best understood against the backdrop of the so-called Nero

myth–which held that after his death in AD 68 Nero had not really died but he would return to wreak

havoc on his enemies6–John sees the healing of a fatal wound as illustrating a pattern of Satanic

deception which will continually re-emerge throughout the course of the present age. Satan will

repeatedly attempt to imitate Christ’s power in order to receive worship for himself. This has always

been Satan’s goal. In fact, John tells us in Revelation 13:13-14, that the dragon (Satan) “exercised all the

authority of the first beast on his behalf, and made the earth and its inhabitants worship the first beast,

whose fatal wound had been healed. Because of the signs he was given power to do on behalf of the first

beast, he deceived the inhabitants of the earth. He ordered them to set up an image in honor of the beast

who was wounded by the sword and yet lived.” It is Satan who enables his agents to imitate the power of

Jesus Christ when the beast’s seemingly fatal wound is miraculously healed. But let us not forget that it

is Jesus Christ who will hurl Satan, the beast and all his henchmen into the lake of fire on the day of

judgment, while all those who are Christ’s will never taste the second death. Those Christians in Smyrna

who face death at the hands of the devil need to know that Christ alone holds in his hands the keys of

death and Hades. His promises are not the imitation, they are the reality.

As we find in each of these letters, Jesus tells the Smyrnans that he is fully aware of their struggles: “I

know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are
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Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.” Because they refused to do as the Jews had done and

make peace with emperor worship, Christians in this church were now suffering economically and were

living in poverty. By refusing to acknowledge Caesar as Lord, Christians may have been prevented from

entering the city’s central marketplace and conducting normal business. What is more, the charge of

slander seems to indicate that the Jews were active in reporting Christians to the authorities, who would

in-turn arrest them, ironically, for being “atheists,” that is, denying that the emperor was divine.

Satan is a liar from the beginning and lives to slander God’s people as seen, for example, in the Book of

Job. In Zechariah 3–our Old Testament lesson–we read of Satan approaching the Angel of the LORD,

who is Jesus Christ, to make false accusations against God’s people. After rebuking the Devil for his lies

and slander, the LORD’s response is to order the removal of the filthy garments from his servant Joshua

and to replace them with rich, clean ones. Just as he has done in defending his servant Joshua, Jesus will

do for the suffering Smyrnans. As LORD of life, Jesus will ensure that his people will not taste the

second death, and that he will clothe his own with the robes of his perfect righteousness.

But the temporal consequences of declaring that Jesus Christ is Lord in the face of the Satanicallyinspired

beast who controls the local government, were quite serious. These consequences are described

here–the Smyrnans live in poverty–and again in Revelation 13:16-17, where we read that the Dragon

“forced everyone, small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on his right hand or

on his forehead, so that no one could buy or sell unless he had the mark, which is the name of the beast

or the number of his name.” This mysterious mark of the beast–which we will take up in detail later

on–refers to all those who worship the beast and pay him the homage he craves. The mark of the beast is

the profession that someone other than Jesus Christ–in this case, the Roman emperor–is Lord.

Whenever Christians proclaim that Jesus Christ alone is Lord in places such as Smyrna where the beast

rears his demonic head they will suffer material loss, hence the description of the poverty facing this

congregation. But the reality is that since the Smyrnan Christians possess Christ through faith, they are

rich. While the Jews slander them, the Roman authorities arrest them to put them to death, these poor

Christians actually possess riches far greater than the temporal wealth of the local merchants. For God’s

people will receive the crown of life and the rich and luxuriant robe of Christ’s righteousness.

When John speaks of the local synagogue as the synagogue of Satan, he speaking of those Jews who have

made peace with paganism and who openly persecuted Christians–both messianic Jews and Gentile–by

turning them over to those very same pagan authorities. Although these Jews may have been ethnic

descendants of Abraham, they not only rejected the basis of the covenant, which is faith in Jesus Christ,

God’s promised redeemer, they sought to co-exist with those who hated everything for which the

Abrahamic covenant stood. These were not misguided Jews who rejected Jesus as their Messiah, they

were secularized Jews who saw no problem with confessing allegiance to both YHWH and Caesar.7

In order to comfort these Christians facing such difficult persecution, Jesus gives them the following

promise: “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.” While the news that these Christians will suffer hardly sounds like

a word of encouragement, Jesus not only tells the Smyrnans that their suffering will be of a limited

duration–ten days–he also tells them that those who are faithful unto death will receive the crown of life.
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Again, there are several things here we should not overlook. As we have seen, throughout the Book of

Revelation, numbers have symbolic meaning and are usually drawn directly from the Old Testament. In

Daniel 1:12-14, we are told that Daniel and several others asked to endure a ten-day time of testing to

demonstrate to the Babylonians that they had God’s blessing. At the end of the ten days of persecution in

Smyrna, it will be apparent to all of God’s enemies that those who are Christ’s receive vindication from

God. We also know that the Roman prison system incarcerated people only for a short time before

executing them, which possibly explains the connection John makes between the short imprisonment and

the reward which follows, “the crown of life.” This too must be seen against the backdrop of the ancient

world, in which a triumphant athlete received the laurel wreath only after emerging from a contest

victoriously.8 Having endured the ten day trial, God’s people will receive the crown of victory.

But there is no greater victory than to be victorious over death–which is why Satan attempts to imitate the

power of Christ. In fact, in Revelation 20:4-5, the famous millennial passage where John speaks of Jesus

Christ’s thousand year reign over the earth, John sees the souls of certain individuals, who“had been

beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus and because of the word of God. They had not worshiped

the beast or his image and had not received his mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to

life and reigned with Christ a thousand years . . . This is the first resurrection.” Those Christians in

Smyrna–or anywhere else for that matter–who faithfully endure the ten days of persecution and who are

put to a martyr’s death by the Beast, are rewarded when they come to life and reign with Christ for a

thousand years. Again, the numbers John uses are significant. A thousand years is ten cubed (10 x 10 x

10), and indicates completion. Those who suffer for ten days, will live for a thousand years!

The promise of victory for those martyrs who lay down their lives because of their faith in Jesus Christ is

an important one for persecuted churches like the one in Smyrna. Indeed, just when it looks like Satan

wins when he secures the sentence of death for the saints, instead the saints receive the crown of life!

And this promise of eternal life comes not from that one who imitates the power to give life, but from

that one who “was dead, and is now alive for ever and ever and holds the keys of death and Hades in his

hand.” And this same risen Christ exhorts the church in Smyrna, “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.”

Therefore, the point of application for us drawn from Christ’s letter to the Smyrnans is really a simple

one. No matter what Satan can do to us–even if he forces us to live in poverty, even if he turns the

government against us, even if causes other religions to slander us, even if he takes our lives–he cannot

win.

Satan may take away our material goods, but in Jesus Christ we have all the riches of heaven.

Satan may turn the state against us, but Jesus Christ is our king and to him, the nations are but a drop in

the bucket.

Satan may lie about us and slander us, but Jesus Christ rebukes him and strips off our filthy rags while

clothing us with his perfect righteousness.

Satan may even take our lives, but if he does, we will come to life with Christ and reign with him for a

thousand years.
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The application then is very simple. In Jesus Christ we are rich. In Jesus Christ we overcome. In Jesus

Christ we will never face the second death. In Jesus Christ we have already received the crown of life.

Therefore, “he who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches! Amen!

THE LETTER TO THE PASTOR OF THE CHURCH AT SMYRNA

Smyrna: The Church of Martyrdom
Christ’s message to the church in Smyrna (Rev. 2:8-11) is the second of the messages

He sent to seven churches in the Roman province that occupied the territory in the western

part of what is the present-day country of Turkey. In last month’s brief survey of His first

message, the one to Ephesus, we noted that each of the seven messages has seven

parts. The message to Smyrna is an exception, however, because it lacks the fifth part: a

reference to Christ’s coming.

Here are the divisions of the Smyrnean message: (1) an address in which the Lord

addresses the representative whom that church has sent to Patmos (2:8a); (2) attributes of

the speaker which draw upon John’s vision in Revelation 1:17-18, a vision that emphasizes

Jesus’ death and subsequent life along with His eternal nature (2:8b); (3) Jesus’ knowledge

about the people follows in 2:9, where He reflects His awareness of the opposition they are

facing from Jewish sources in their city; (4) He next notes the state of the church and offers

them words of encouragement about not being apprehensive over even worse conditions

that may yet arise (2:10); (5) surprisingly, the promise of the Lord’s coming to relieve their

distress is a missing component of this message, leaving this message with only six parts;

(6) the command to hear His words is the same as for the church in Ephesus (2:11a); (7)

the promise to the overcomer contains the Lord’s encouragement for Smyrnean Christians

who are promised deliverance from eternal agonies of the second death (2:11b).

Though Smyrna was an outwardly beautiful city, nowhere was life more dangerous for

Christians than in this city. Roman authorities stood by to punish them if they refused to confess

“Caesar is Lord” and burn incense in worship of the Roman emperor. Even more hazardous,

however, was opposition they encountered from the Jewish citizenry of the city, as Revelation

2:9 makes clear. The church in the city was undergoing affliction caused by persecution,

poverty because of a pillaging of their goods by enemies of Christ, and slander in the form of

false accusations against them by their persecutors. Such false accusations apparently resulted

in imprisonment for a number of the church’s constituents (Rev. 2:10).

The source of the slander was people who called themselves Jews. Physical descendants

of Abraham demonstrated widespread animosity toward Christians in the early days

of the church. The Book of Acts shows this in its descriptions of how strongly such people

opposed the spread of the gospel. The Jewish people at Smyrna were no exception in

their aggressive hostility toward Christians. Church tradition informs us of an incident

occurring about fifty years after the writing of Revelation. In the mid-second century at

Smyrna, Jewish-led mobs had an active role in joining with the Gentile leaders of the city in

demanding the death of Christian leader Polycarp. They led the way in bringing firewood to

burn him to death and in trying to prevent Polycarp’s fellow Christians from securing his

remains for burial. In the seven messages of Revelation 2-3, three sources of opposition to

Christians emerge: Jewish, Gentile, and heretical. It is ironic that Abraham’s descendants

surpassed even their Gentile counterparts in hostility toward Christians.

Jesus reminds the believers in this city that the loss of their material possessions does

not amount to ultimate failure, however. “But you are rich” (2:9) recalls their spiritual riches

in Christ. They possessed the ultimate wealth in spite of their material losses. Neither

should the stiffest opposition they may face cause them perplexity. They needed to continue

faithful according to Jesus’ command even if it meant martyrdom (2:10), such as

Polycarp was to experience in that city some fifty years later. The Lord promises them “the

crown of life” (2:10), a way of guaranteeing them eternal life even if faithfulness meant the

surrendering of their earthly life. Just as material riches are not the ultimate wealth, so

physical life is not the ultimate in living. There remains for Jesus’ loyal followers the promise

of living forever in His presence after this earthly life terminates.

If that word was not encouragement enough for Christians in bleak circumstances

such as those faced in Smryna, Jesus continues with His promise to the overcomers in this

city that they would not be hurt by the second death (2:11). Revelation 20:14 defines the

second death as an eternity spent in the lake of fire. That destiny is infinitely worse than

simply losing one’s earthly life for Jesus’ sake. Promise of deliverance from that hopeless

eternity supplies further encouragement for the persecuted believers in the Smyrnean

church. To bolster them more, the Lord’s self-description in 2:8 reminds them that He has

already been through the process. He lost His life because of an unjust legal process and

rose triumphantly from the dead. Those who remain steadfast in the face of bitter oppression

can depend on the same victory for themselves.

A nagging question raised by this message to Smyrna is: Why did Jesus not promise

His coming to deliver the faithful in Smyrna the way He promised to deliver their fellow

believers in the churches of Thyatira (cf. Rev. 2:25) and Philadelphia (cf. Rev. 3:10-11).

We can only speculate about an answer to that question. Perhaps martyrdom for those in

Smyrna was of much higher likelihood than for those in the other two cities. Perhaps

persecution in Smyrna was much more severe than that in Thyatira and Philadelphia. All

we can say is that for some good reason of His own the Lord did not offer such a specific

promise to Smyrna.

That does not, however, completely rule out that such a coming to deliver was impossible

for this city. Remember, in each of the messages the command to hear extended to

all the churches, not just to the individual church addressed (see Rev. 2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6,

13, 22). The persecuted at Smyrna could have found solace in noticing that the promises

of deliverance to Thyatira and Philadelphia possibly included an indirect promise to themselves.

Perhaps they could experience the same deliverance through the Lord’s return as

the faithful in the other churches.

But in the meantime they needed to maintain their faithfulness and accept whatever

future the Lord had for them. If it was their lot to surrender their lives in defense of the

gospel, they had a far better life to look forward to.

We who follow Christ need to remember constantly His sovereign control over circumstances

that impact our individual lives. We need to rest in the assurance that He has

charted for each of us the course that is best. As He outlined rather dismal prospects for

the earthly future of Christians at Smyrna, He may have a life of persecution in store for us.

In fact, Paul reminds us that “all who want to live in a godly way in Christ Jesus will suffer

persecution” (2 Tim. 3:12). Rather than letting such prospects cause us depression, we

should consider it a cause for great joy (James 1:2) because we know the brightest prospects

for the future even if we should be called on to experience the worst our enemies can inflict on us. We have a crown of life awaiting us when our earthly lives end.

The letter the Church at Smyrna received was one of commendation. It is interesting that in this letter there is not one word of complaint but all praise. It was also a letter of comfort. As we shall see, this Church needed an assuring word. This letter from Jesus was a word of encouragement at a time of discouragement. It was also a letter of challenge. You could say that the Lord admonished them to “Keep on keeping on!”

 When this Church was founded no is sure. This is the only time the Church at Smyrna is mentioned in the Bible. It is commonly believed that Paul organized this Church while on his third missionary journey. History tell us that at one time, one of the most famous name’s in early Church history, Polycarp served as pastor of the Church.

 Let’s notice the letter Jesus sent to the Church at Smyrna and His encouragement for them to keep on keeping on. First, we see:
 1. THE CHURCH’S REPROACH FOR CHRIST

 The name Smyrna means “bitter.” It comes from the word “myrrh,” which speaks of the fragrance or perfume that comes from myrrh being beaten or crushed. The name is a fitting one for the Church for this was a Church that experienced bitter times. The name served as more than designation of where they lived. It was a description of how they lived.  As we look at this Church we see:

   A. The Fierce Persecution Of The Church--This was a Church that was under attack. They were daily persecuted. The Lord used three words to describe the fierceness of their persecution. First he described the conditions of their persecution.  Jesus spoke of their “tribulation” (Vs.9). The word Jesus used gives insight into the severity and conditions of their persecution. The word was sometimes used to describe a man being tortured to death by slowly being crushed by a huge boulder being laid upon him. The word was sometimes used to describe the crushing of wheat under a millstone. The word was used of a Roman whip (cat-of-nine-tails) such as was used on Jesus.  The word suggests that they were undergoing fierce persecution. Their property was confiscated, their citizenship revoked, and many were thrown in prison. But that was nothing compared to the tortures many experienced. History tells us how some were covered with animal skins and tortured to death by wild dogs. Some were covered in tar and set afire to serve as lamp-posts. Others were thrown to hungry lions while the crowds watched and cheered. 

 We also see the consequences of their persecution. Jesus spoke of their “poverty” (Vs.9). The word speaks of “abject poverty, possessing absolutely nothing.” You have heard someone say, “We were so poor; the poor people call us poor.” These believers were poorer than the poor. They lived in destitution and abject poverty. Of course, their poverty was due to their faith. Because they were Christians they had lost everything. They had lost their businesses, houses, lands, and all earthly possessions. It had cost them everything to know Christ and serve Him.

We also see the cause of their persecution. Jesus spoke of their “blasphemy” (Vs.9). The word means “slander.” They were being slandered and malicious things were being said about these believers. William Barclay describes the kind of things that were being said about Christians. On the basis of the words of the Lord’s Supper, “this is My body and this is My blood,” the story was going around that Christians were cannibals. Because the Christians had a meal called the “Love Feast,” it was said that their gatherings were orgies of lust. Because Christianity did at times split families (one spouse saved the other unsaved), they were accused of tampering with family relationships.

 Jesus stated that it was Jews that were behind this persecution (Vs.9). There was a Jewish Synagogue in Smyrna that was openly hostile to the Christians. They were constantly informing against the Christians and inciting attacks and persecution. They claimed to be a synagogue of God, but Jesus said they were a synagogue of Satan (Vs.9).

 We see the  Future Persecutions Of The Church   Jesus said, “Fear none of those things which thou shalt suffer: behold, the devil shall cast some of you into prison, that ye may be tried; and ye shall have tribulation ten days” (Vs.10). If things were not bad enough, the Lord informs them that future and further persecutions were coming. The persecution that Jesus referred to probably came from refusal to acknowledge Caesar as Lord. Caesar worship had become compulsory in the Roman Empire. Once a year, a Roman citizen had to burn a pinch of incense on the altar to the godhead of Caesar. Once he did so he was given a certificate to prove that he had performed his religious rites.  If a person refused to do so he was branded as disloyal and a rebel. He became an outlaw. The Christians would not acknowledge anyone as Lord but Jesus Christ. They refused to acknowledge Caesar as Lord thus found themselves as criminals under the law. Jesus made it clear that man may have been the instrument, but Satan was the real instigator (Vs.10).

 History tells us of Polycarp, which served as pastor of this Church for a time. He became one of the most famous martyrs in Church history. On one particular festival day, an incited crowd seized Polycarp and demanded the he renounce his faith, worship Caesar, or die. The police captain said to him, “What harm is it to say ‘Caesar is Lord’ and to offer sacrifice and be saved?” Polycarp was adamant that only Jesus Christ was Lord. When he was brought into the arena the proconsul gave him the choice of cursing the name of Christ and making sacrifice to Caesar or death. It was then that Polycarp gave his immortal answer, “Eighty and six years have I served Christ and He has never done me wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?” Afterwards Polycarp was burned at the stake.

 I think of the reproach and suffering these believers experienced and of the faith and commitment of believers in our day. We let a headache keep us out of Church and they would not let the thought of being beheaded hinder them. We get our feelings hurt and quit on God when the possibility of being tortured did not keep these believers from being faithful to God. If we don’t have a new dress and nice clothes we lay out of Church. Yet these believers had nothing but rags, but they lived for Jesus. I am glad that my name surname does not start with a “P.” I would hate to follow Polycarp at the Judgment Seat.

2. THE CHURCH’S RICHES IN CHRIST

In spite of their poverty, Jesus said, “But thou art rich” (Vs.9). If they didn’t have anything how could they be rich? Their riches lay in the fact that they lived by a different set of values than many Christians today.

We see  Their Thoughts Were On Another World--These believers lived by Paul’s admonition, “If ye be risen with Christ, seek those things which are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of God. Set your affections on things above, not on things in the earth” (Col.3:1-2). Their life was consumed with knowing Christ. They were committed to knowing Christ. They concentrated on pleasing Christ.

 What a contrast too much of what we see in present Christianity. Our affections are often set on things around us, rather than on things above us. In some Christ is given a place and in others He is given prominence. But in few is He given preeminence.

 Their Treasures Were In Another World--They were materially poor but they were spiritually rich. They lived in poverty on the earth but had plenty in heaven. They were not laying treasures up in this life, but were laying treasures up in heaven.

 Once a minister was sitting in a diner and overheard two businessmen speaking of a classmate they had at Princeton. From the conversation, the minister could tell that this classmate did not have much of this world's goods. He recognized the name of the man they were talking about and knew him to be one of the most distinguished Christians in his town. One of the businessmen said, “How much do you think he is worth?” The other, flashing a big diamond ring with the wave of his hand said, “I don’t think he is worth anything.”

 The world looks at material treasure as the measure of a persons worth. But many who have plenty in this life, have nothing in heaven. It is possible in this life to not have anything but still have everything. You can be poor and still be rich. Jesus said “for a man’s life consisteth not in the abundance of the things which he possesseth” (Luke 12:15). Jesus said, “Lay up for yourselves treasures in heaven” (Matt.6:20). 

 In many cases, compared to these believers, we are rich but poor. Compared to us they were poor but rich.

 Thirdly, The Church Was Rewarded by Christ Jesus--Jesus said, “Be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of life” (Vs.10). What encouragement it must have meant to them when Lord told them He knew what they going through as a Church. He told them not to fear the things they were going through or would go through in the future. His closing words were no doubt the very words they needed to keep on keeping on.

 The Commitment For The Rest Of Their Life--Jesus said, “Be thou faithful” (Vs.10). He was saying to them, “Keep on keeping on.” He encouraged them to keep on loving Him, keep on serving Him, and keep on living and honoring Him. They were to keep on keeping on even “unto death” (Vs.10).

 In Edinburgh, Scotland is Greyfriars Kirk (Church). At the entrance to the Church is a statue of a little Skye terrier dog named Greyfriars Bobby. On the statue is inscribed, “A tribute to the affectionate fidelity of Greyfriars Bobby.” In 1858, this faithful dog followed the remains of his master to Greyfriars Churchyard where he was buried. For the next fourteen years, day after day, rain, snow, or sunshine, this little dog went to his master’s grave and lay there. When the little dog died he was buried in the Church graveyard just a few yards from his master’s grave.

 The story of Greyfriars Bobby is a wonderful story of fidelity. Greyfriars Kirk is where the Covenanters signed a covenant in the 1500’s that they would not allow the king to place his own preachers in the pulpits of the land. The result was the persecution of the Scottish believers experienced. 

The real story of faithfulness is not Greyfriar Bobby but is told on a large marker at one end of the Church graveyard. The marker sits on a mass grave of several thousand Christians that were either burned at the stake or hanged for their faith. The faithfulness of the dog seemed to interest most who were visiting the Church. But the faithfulness of the saints, faithfulness even unto death, is the real story of faithfulness at Greyfriars Kirk.  They like the believers at Smyrna knew about real faithfulness. The kind of faithfulness Jesus encouraged them to give.

 The Crown At The End Of Their Life--Jesus promised them, “I will give thee a crown of life” (Vs.10). Their faithfulness had not gone unnoticed and neither would it go unrewarded. The crown Jesus spoke of was the “stephanos” or the Victors crown. This was a crown that was given in athletic games. It was the reward of the victorious athlete. It was also given when a man had faithfully performed the work of a magistrate. At the end of his term of office, he would be given this crown.   Jesus was saying, “Keep on keeping on, for it will be worth it someday.” Jesus praised their faithfulness and promised that one day he would reward them. May God help us to keep on keeping on! It will be worth it all someday.

In the fifteenth chapter of John’s gospel, Jesus tell his disciples, “if the world hates you, keep in mind

that it hated me first . . . . If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.” And now in his letter

to the church in Smyrna, Jesus tells this struggling congregation that they will suffer great

persecution, persecution even to the point of death. The one responsible for this persecution is Jesus

Christ’s ancient foe, the devil, who conducts his campaign against the church in Smyrna through the

agency of the local synagogue and the local government. In Revelation 2:8-11, we see, in part, the

historical outworking of that about which Jesus was warning his disciples in John 15, the inevitability of

the persecution of God’s people at the hands of Satan. But Jesus Christ is the Lord of his church and

even when persecuted unto death, his people triumph.







