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Smyrna: The ORorOChurch that God Called ORchO
Revelation 2:8-11

The Lord® messageto the church at Smyrnawas short and to the point. It certainly
soundsas thoughit was a mog appropriate word to Christianswho very liveswerein
dange. Butwelivein Canadain the21® century, notin AsiaMinorin the1® century.
Freedomof religionis guaanteed in the Charter of Rights and Freedons. The Mayors of
White Rock and Surrey are kindy disposed to the Christian church, our Member of
Parliament is a committed Christian and so is the Prime Minister.

We are fortunaeindead. Our situaionisvery different fromthat of our sisters and
brothers in the church at Smyrnato whomthis messagewas addressed. We may find it
interesting in aremote kind of way, butwe can hardly findit relevant.

Not so fast! In more ways than we realize, this message addresses ustoday. The seven
churches represent the universal church throughoutthe entire church age Like those
early Christiansat Smyrna, wetoday are invaved in a spiritud batle. Aswetravel
throughthese messages to the seven churches, we are going to discover tha there are
three aspects or dimensonsto thisbdtle. Thereisaphysical dimenson, amental
dimenson and amoral dimenson. Thechurch comes unde pressure in three ways. In
the physcal Obatle, strongpressure is broughtto bear onthe church in order to get usto
capitulate. 1nthemental batle, subtie pressure is exerted in order to get usto conform.
Andin themoral batle, relentless pressure is applied to get usto drop our guad and
compromise.

Asfar asthechurch at Smyrnawas concerned, theaccent fell onthefirst of these. They
were experienang victimization and persecution. And, as we shdl see, even this aspect
of the batle has more to do with usthan we usudly imagine. First |et@ undestand
exactly what the Christiansat Smyrnawere upagang. Let@ visit the spectacular city of
Smyrna

I IF OQUALITY OF LIFEOWASWHAT YOU WERE AFTER, SMYRNA
WASTHE PLACETO LIVE

A. Thecity was onthewest coast of Asia Minor, but in certain respects, it could
have been onthewest coast of North America. Asin al theother cities, the
situdionin sodety had avital bearing on the church.

B. Let meintroduc youto thisgreat city in an unusud way. Imaginetha you are
pat of atouring party.

1. Theyear isAD 96. Ingead of taking the overland route, we set sail from
Ephesus Ourvoyageisashort one asthecrow flies, Smyrnaisonly fifty
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kilometres from Ephesus We sail into its excellent natural harbour.
Before we even disembark, we are struck by the stunning beauty of the
place. Thestreets are wide thecity grid wasintentiondly designed. The
popuktionisrelatively large butall themain sights are concentrated in
onearea, so we can take awalking tour of thecity centre.

2. Running down the centre of thecity isthefamousboulevard, know as
Golden Street. At thefar end of tha street butnot too far fromthe
harbour is Mt. Pagus 1t& proximity to the city makesit seem particularly
impressive as buildingsnestle up agang its dopes. Wha makes it even
more eye-catching is theway the Golden Street curves aroundthe
mountin, Qike anecklace on the statue of a goddes.

3. Aswe make our way fromthe harbou towardsthe mountain, our travel
guide points outthemajor buildings Here, rightin frontof us isthe
Temple of Cybde. 1t@thefirst of the magnificent buildingswe meet. But
further alongthereis another impressive temple. Thisoneisto Apollo.
Soonwe come across a third temple. Thisisto Asklepios Lookover
here; that is atemple to Aphrodite.O

But another building catches our eye. OAnd, wha@ tha splendid building
perched up there where the Golden Street meets the foothills of Mt.
Pagus?0 GDh, tha@@ the Temple of Zeus Osays our guide, GAs you can
see, there is no shortage of religionin this city. And, wha® more, we
ingst tha every year citizensbum thepinch of incense to theddty of
Caesar and declare him Lord. Infact, weQre closed al theloophoks; no-
oneges away with non-compliance.O

4. (But let me give you alittle background It is notby chance tha they call
this city (The Glory of Asiad Y ou can see clear signsof affluence among
thecitizens? Thestandad of living hereis aboutas goodasit ges b
anywhere. Andif youengageinthecitizensin conversation, they will
soontell you how pleased they areto live here and how proudthey are to
becitizensof SmyrnaO Guides usudly like to give you a bit of history . . .
Orhecity@® been arounda longtime, butit was completely rebuilt in 290
BC. Then, in 195BC, it wasthevery first city to build atempleto Dea
Roma, thegoddess of Rome. In AD 26, it vied with six other citiesto
erect atemple to thegodhed of Emperor TibeaiusDand won.O

5. (But let me point out afew more of thelandmerks. Over hereis a
monumnent to the poe Homer, whowas bom in Smyrna Y ou can®@miss
thepublic theatre; it@ thelargest in Asia. Later, wedl visit thestadium

! Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation: Revised Edition (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans,
1997), 73.
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which is oneof thefinest in the Empire and attracts the best athletesin the
area.O

Oneof thetour groupasks a question. O hear tha thereisa Christian
churchin Smyrna Where dothey meet; | did notnotice a building nor
have | seen any emblem to indicate therr existence?0

Theguide hesitates and attempts to conceal his distaste: GDh,Ohe says
with adull tonein his voice, Qhey exist, but we prefer notto talk about
them. They®e poor and they®e obdinae. Asyouknow, we are proudto
be part of this great empire and they won® honourCaesar in the normal
way. They really don®fit in hee. To behonest, we wish they@ leave of
their own accord. But, oneway or the other, welde not going to stand by
and see Smyrnalose its goodreputationin theempire.O

Such was Smyrna, Qheglory of Asia,OCa paradise of municipd vanity,Owith a
standad of living secondto none beautiful, progperous impressive and civilized,
awondeful placeto live -- that is, unless you were a Christian.

LISTEN TO WHAT THE LORD HAD TO SAY TO THISCHURCH

There were six thingsthey needed to see. Asdifferent as our situaion may seem,
we need to know the same six things

They needed to seeto Lord for who heisband so do we.

These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to
life again.

1.

Before anything was, hewas there. When thelast word of human history
has been spoken, hewill bethere. Richard Bauckham points out jus how
remarkable this designaionis. It notonly Ondudes (Jesus) in the eterna
being of theoneGod of IsraelQ notonly is hethefirst and thelast in
relationto creation, but heisalso thefirst andlast in relationto the
church.&

When we are up agang it and it looksas thoughwe our outgunnel, we
mug remember another day in human history when evil seemed totally
triumphant. ThelLord of glory died. Butonthethird day herose, thus
demondrating that through his death hehad won agreat victory. Itisas
theonewho died and came to life again tha henow addresses them.

2 Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,

1993), 55, 58.
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3. No circumstance can ever arise in your life that falls outside of his control.
If thesituation looksdismal, remember how dismd it looked on Good
Friday. Before he speaks aword to thebdeagueed bdieversin Smyrna,
the Lord remindsthem of his encounter with desth. He had died but had
cometo lifeagan. They needed to remember tha Dand so dowe.

B. They needed to see that he had not forgatten them - and so do we.

I know your affliction and your poverty - yet you are rich. I know the slander of
those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan

Thewordsused in this clause have precise meanings

1. Theword trandated GifflictionOythlipsis) is paticularly significant It is
used in classical Greek to describethe pressure aman who was being
tortured to death experienced when hewas being crushed by a huge
boulder being laid uponhim.? 1t is used forty-three timesin the New
Testament. An examinaion of its usage convinces ustha itisnotused in
ageneral senseto describe hardship tha ispat and parcel of life onthe
planet. Itisnat referringto your arthritis, your backache or some
difficulty in your genera circumstances. It is never used of thenomal
frudrations

(rhlipsis,Osays Darrell Johnsn, Os the pressure experienced alongthe
linewhere kingdons clash; alongthelinewhere the kingdomof light
clashes with thekingdomof darkness. . . Thlipsis isthe pressure
experienced when idols are being unmasked. Thlipsis isthe pressure
experienced where human prideis confronted with the call to
repentance.

2. Theword trand ated QpovatyOhere gives ussome indghtinto thesituation
of the Chrigtiansin that affluent city. It isnottheregular word tha is used
to describe povety. Tha was penia andit referred to someonewho was
poor. He or shehad nomoney for luxuries and had to scrimp and scrape
to make endsmeet. Theword used hereisptocheia. It meansdestitute
penniless. In this affluent community Christianswere impoveished.
Tha® probably because they were odracised. It ispossible that thar
shopswere confiscated and their homes ransacked. | think of howthe
Writer to the Hebrews commended those to whomhewrote calling to
remembrance tha they had Qoyfully accepted the confiscation of their
propety.O(Heb 10:34) There were situdionselsewhere in which
informants were entitled to the propeaty of those whomthey reported.

S William Barclay, Letters to the Seven Churches (London: SCM Press, 1957), 40.
“ Darrell W. Johnson, Discipleship on the Edge: An Expository Journey through the Book of Revelation
(Vancouver: Regent College Publishing, 2004), 67.
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Could this have hgppened at Smyrna? Imagineif pat of thecod of beng
a Christian was impoveishment.

3. But listen to howthe Lord evaluates ther situaion. O knowyour
afflictionsand your poverty - yet youarerich! How interesting. When he
addresses the church at Laodicea, theLord says; O ousay @ amrich; |
have acquired wealth and do not need athing.OBut you do notrealize tha
you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and nakedO(3:17). Here hetells
these destitute Christiansthat they are, in fact, rich.

4. Part of the problem was the sande (blasphémian) of those Qvho say they
are Jews and are not but are a synagogueof Satan.O Therewas alargeand
progperouspopubtion of Jewsin Smyrna We know from Paul3
missionay joumeys tha many in the Jewish Diaspora resented the
prodamation of thegogd. John®on refersto Qhefierce hodility of a
segment of the Jewish community, notthewhole community.3 The Jews
were exempted from theresponsbility of burning a pinch of incense on
thealtar and saying, GCaesar is LordOand some may have resorted to
misinformation in an attempt to make the distinction between them and
the Christiansclear to theauthorities. Whaever the motive, they are not
trueJews. They nolonge deserve thetitle Gynagogueof the LordQ but
are a synagogueof Satan, thegreat Gaccuser of our brothersO(12:10).

C. They needed to seethereal origin of their suffering Dand so do we.

The devil will put some of you into prison to test you and you will suffer
persecution for ten days.

1. When we consder thevariousfactorsin thecity Bthe strength of
heathenism, Jewish oppostion and the city® commitment to emperor
worship, it ispossible to find a purely sodological explanationfor the
plight of the Chrigtians

2. But the Lord makesit clear that behind al these factorsis the sinister hand
of Satan. Thedevil will throw some of you into prison. We are
undestandably reluctant to see the devil® hand in every unfavourable
development. Stuff hgppens But have we not over-reacted to those who
see ademon behind every bush (no punintended)? Scripture takes the
devil serioudy and so should we. Heistheinveerate enemy of the people
of God because hisis implacably oppogd to God. JohnWhite remindsus
notto takeit persondly: (Batan® supreme object isto hurt Christ and
Christ@ cause. You persondly are of nointerest to him. It isonly asyou

® Johnson, Discipleship on the Edge, 69.
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relate to Christ that you assume significance in theenemy@® eyes.3
Ingead of seeing thingsonthe surface, we need to redlize that to bdongto
Chrigt isto be pat of abigge batle.

D. They needed to see that they had nothing to fear Band so do we.
Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer.

The Lord@® reassurance does not come in theform of a promise of immunity.
Thereis noexemption from suffering. A stormisaboutto break andthelLord is
not going to preventit. Yet hetellsthem notto beafraid. Thee aretwo
important reasonstha neither they nor we need to fear Qwhat (we) are aboutto
sufferQ

1. While Satan wanted to destroy them, God wanted to refinethem. Exactly
the same applies to you? What from Satan® paint of view is an attempt to
crush usis, fromthe Lord® point of view, an oppatunity to refineus
How the church has benefited as aresult of times of testing! Peter speaks
of thegrief we may have to experience throughQil kindsof trials.O
Significantly, he adds Qhese have come so tha your faith Dof greater
worth than gold, which perishes even thoughrefined by fire DPmay be
proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honourwhen Jesus
Christ is revealedO(1 Pet 1:7).

2. Wha@ more, God sets thelimit. TheLord tells them tha they will suffer
persecution Gor ten daysQ’ He always does determinethe extent of what
we will beallowed to suffer. Sometimesit seemstha we are pushed
rightto the edgeof our endurance, but Paul makesit abundantly clear that
we are never pushed beyondtha point: GGod is faithful; hewill notlet
you be tempted beyondwhat you can bear. But when you are tempted, he
will aso provideaway outso tha you can stand up unde itO(1 Cor
10:13).

E. They needed to know that their faithfulnesswould berichly rewarded Band
so dowe.

Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.

1. Thereis no guaantee of an invisible shield aroundthem granting them
immunity from sufferingin thislife, butthere is an infinitely better
promise. Be faithful even to the point of death and | will give you the
crown of life.O Smyrnawas renowned for its stadium and the games that

6 John White, The Fight: A Practical Handbook to Christian Living (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press,
1976)

" The Gen daysOin this passage need not be taken as a literal period of ten, twenty-four hour days. It is
simply afixed rather than an indefinite period. The numbersin the Revelation are symbols, not statistics.
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took place there. Theword trandated crown here is stephanos Bthe
highly-prized wreath that was awarded to thewinner at thegames. As
significant a prize asit was, thevictor® garland would ultimately wither.
Thecrown of life, which isourinheitance, will never perish, spoil of
fade

2. Some here will befamiliar with the story of Jim Elliot, who was martyred
in Ecuador. He knew when hetook thegogd to the Hueaorani Indians
tha hewas taking hislifein hishands But longbefore tha he had settled
thematter in hisown mind. Thiswas articulated in his mog famous
quottion: (He is nofool who gives wha he canna keep to gain what he
cannotlose.0

3. TheLord addsthe promise: (He who overcomes will notbehurt at all by
the second death.O We read of the second desth three other times at the
end of thebook.(20:6, 14;21:8) Thefirst death isthedeath we al die.
Theseconddesath is eternd expulsion fromthe presence of God. Jesus
does not promise any of usimmunity fromthefirst desth. We are al
goingto die. But hedoes guaantee usimmunity from the second degth.
William Barclay putit so well: Orhe man who is faithful unto desth dies to
live; buttheman who saves hislife. . . at theprice of hisloydty to Christ
livesto die.8

F. They needed to see that by suffering asthey werethey were actually winning
agreat victory Bband so do we.

1. That, of course, isoneof themain points of the Book of Revelation. Itis
as alittle lamb, tha theLion of thetribe of Judah triumphs(5:5-6). A
cogmic batleisraging. If its outcome was determined purely by power
and might, there could only beonevictor. Who can stand agang the
Pantokrator Bthe Almighty? But God does notresort to raw power towin
theall-important victory. It isthroughsufferingthat hesavesusanditis
throughdesath tha he destroys desath.

The church@ saddest day was when she used a postion of power in an
attempt to enforce her will. It is possible to compd outward compliance
in thisway butnotto win hearts. Often, when in worldly terms, the
church is at her weakest, sheis at her mog powerful. (Q know. .. your
povaty DPyet you arerichQ. The mightof Rome was unable to resist the
witness of a suffering church.

2. Today Smyrna(lzmir) isthemog Chrigtian city in Turkey. There has
been a Christian witness there for two thousnd years. Moden Izmirisa

8 Barclay, Letters, 45.
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vibrant centre of eastern Orthodoxworship and education. | am told tha
abouthdf theinhabitants of that city are Christian.

When this |etter arrived, there was, living at Smyrna, ayoungman in his
twenties. Hisname was Polycarp and hewould certainly have heard the
bookread (and maybe have read it himself). Oneday, some 60 years later
during a celebrationin themunicipd stadium, it was decided to feed
eleven Chrigtiansto thelions They suffered so courageoudy tha the
crowd began to call for the blood of Polycarp, now the much-loved bishop
of Smyrna

He was arrested and broughtto the stadium. Theconaul was amazed to
see how old the man was and attempted to persuade him to recant. Have
respect to your ageQ) he said, (Bwear by thefortune of Caesar, denoune
the Christiansand | will release you.O Polycarp@ reply has gonedown in
history: CEighty-and-six years have | served him and he has doneme no
wrong; how can | blasphame my king who has saved me?0

They continued to plead buthe stoodfirm. Eventually he was bumed at
thestake. He died with his eye upontheonewho had said,

| am theFirst andthe Last

| am theLiving One

| was dead and behold | am alive forever and ever.
And 1 hold the keys of deasth and of Hades.

Polycarp@ desth was such a triumph that the church of Smyrnadecided to
circulate an accountof his martyrdom Significantly, they conduded the
accountwith these significant words GQuintus Statius Quadratus being
Conaul, but Jesus Christ being King, forever.O

Thiskind of persecutionwas not confined to thefirst three centuries. For
nearly two thousnd years people have chosen to suffer and, if needsbe, to
die rather than renoune thar faith in Jesus In Canadawe are not
required to do obasance to thedeity of political leaders.

But some thingsdo notchange Jesusdid notlocate thereason for
persecutionin the sodo-political circumstances of theday. He said, ONo
servant is greater than his master. If they persecuted me, they will
persecute you als0.0(John15:20) Thebiblica perspective on persecution
isenlightening. Inthisworld darkness hateslight. Fromthetime of Cain
and Abd, this princple has been at work (1 John3:11-13; cf. Gal 4:29).
Paul makes the same point to Timothy: (Everyone who wantsto live a
godly lifein Christ Jesuswill be persecuted (2 Tim 3:12; my italics).
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Ingead of bemoaning thefact, we should see genuine persecution as a
privilege Didn®theLord say, (Blessed are you when people insult you,
persecute you and falsely say all kindsof evil agang you because of me.
Rejoice and beglad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the
same way they persecuted the prophes who were before youQMt 5:11-
12)? And, isn®tha exactly what the early Christiansdid? When they
were floggead and ordered notto spesk in the name of Jesus Qhe apodles
left the Sanhedrin, rgjoicing because they had been counted worthy of
suffering disgrace for the NameO(Acts 5:41).

Yesit istruetha some Christians mistakenly developed an amos morbid
fascination with theidea of martyrdomand tha some have suffered
because of their own stupidity (1 Pet 2:19-20;4:15-16). But genuine
suffering for Christ is a gift rather than aburden: GFor it has been granted
to youonbehdf of Christ notonly to bdieve onhim, butalso to suffer for
himO(Phil 1:29; cf. Mark 10:29, 30; my italics).

Conclusion

Perhgpsyou have read accounts of the heroic stand taken by martyrs who Qlid notlove
their lives so much as to shrink from desth®(12:11) and wondeed how you woud fare if
you were called uponto lay down yourlife for Christ. Would you beable to heed the
Lord@ call to (efaithful, even to the point of deathC? Tha@@ a question tha can only be
answered at thetime. God certainly gives special grace in such circumstances. But right
now, we are called uponto take a clear, and possibly codly, stand for him in situaions
tha are notlife-threatening. And Jesusremindsustha Qvhoever isfaithful in very little
isfaithful also in muchQ(Luke 16:10).

GBmyrna: The Poor Church that God Called RichO
4th in a Series on the Book of Revelation
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