The Grand Finale of Human History #5

“Strength in Suffering”

Revelation 2:8-11

Someone once asked Swiss theologian and preacher Karl Barth, “What do you do to prepare your Sunday sermon?” Barth answered, “I take the Bible in one hand and the daily newspaper in the other”
 It’s not often that I have been able to do that, but literally last Friday I read the following from the Decatur Herald & Review:
A study by Pew Research Center found that Christians are the most persecuted of any religious group around the world, facing harassment in 108 countries. There are 2.3 billion Christians worldwide, and it is estimated 8,000 are martyred each year. This is equivalent to one person dying in the name of the faith each hour of every day.

Like it or not, this is a fact in the world we live in. Persecution is not just something we read about in Foxe’s Book of Martyrs. And it is not just happening in far corners of the planet. Increasingly, the United States of America is becoming one of those countries where Christians are “under the gun.” 

Because of this, Jesus’ letter to the church at Smyrna in Revelation 2:8-11 takes on increased relevance.

“These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. 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. 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.”

The second letter of Christ is addressed to the church at Smyrna, modern Izmir, the only one of the seven cities still in existence (although the small town of Bergama still stands on the plain below the acropolis of Pergamum).
 Just thirty-five miles north of Ephesus, R. H. Charles calls Smyrna “one of the most prosperous cities in Asia Minor.”
 It enjoyed great natural advantages, including an excellent harbor at the head of a well-protected gulf. It was thus the natural outlet for the trade of the rich Hermus valley and regions beyond.
 In John’s day, the thriving city had a famous stadium, library, and theater, and it had a diverse population of perhaps a half-million people. As a vital port city, it boasted the second largest number of exports in Asia Minor.

The name Smyrna means “bitter” and is related to the word myrrh—an ointment associated with death.
 Smyrna received its name from one of the principal products for which it was renowned in commerce. It was the port of myrrh. It is most significant, therefore, that our Lord should speak as He does to the church at Smyrna. It will be the suffering church. Myrrh was used to embalm the bodies of the dead.

Why was this so? Smyrna was noted for its allegiance to Rome long before the Roman Empire stretched into Asia Minor.
 It was one of the first cities to worship the Roman emperor and it won the privilege over eleven other cities from the Roman Senate in ad 23 of building the first temple in honor of Tiberius.
 Indeed there was a temple to the goddess of Rome as early as 195 bc (Tacitus, Annals iv.56). Smyrna was a faithful ally of the Empire in the days before Rome was acknowledged in the region, and its loyalty meant something.

This spelled trouble for the early Christians in Smyrna. Since emperor worship was a pledge of allegiance to the state, failure to do so brought on implications of treason. It is not surprising, then, that at the time of this letter the church at Smyrna was under a lot of pressure. This is one of two letters in which Jesus has nothing negative to say about the church.

Two forces would have put pressure on Christians in Smyrna. On the one hand, the Gentiles in Smyrna devoted themselves to the cult of emperor worship.
 On the other hand, the city also had a large Jewish population committed to their Old Testament religion. This mixture of Roman patriots and Jewish zealots created a thorny environment for dedicated Christians. Under Domitian, emperor worship became compulsory for every Roman citizen on threat of death. Once a year a citizen had to burn incense on the altar to the godhead of Caesar, after which he was issued a certificate. Such an act was probably considered more as an expression of political loyalty than religious worship, and all a citizen had to do was burn a pinch of incense and say, “Caesar is Lord.” Yet true Christians refused to do this. Perhaps nowhere was life for a Christian more perilous than in this city of zealous emperor worship.
 Though Jews in the Roman Empire were legally excused from sacrificing to the emperor, Christians enjoyed no such exemption after the synagogues cast them out. Therefore, believers in Smyrna faced physical, emotional, and economic pressures from both Jews and Gentiles.

We don’t know when the church was first founded at Smyrna, but it is reasonable to suppose that it could have been during the time Paul lived in Ephesus on his third missionary journey. From Ignatius’s letter to Smyrna in the early second century ad we learn that the church was already well organized, with a bishop, elders, and deacons.

It was to this congregation that Jesus addressed the second of his seven letters. Chuck Swindoll invites us to travel back in time to the end of the first century:

Imagine yourself sitting among the gathering of God’s people in Smyrna on a cold morning before sunrise. A small, lamp-lit room houses the remnant of beaten and beleaguered church members. The once-lively crowd of Christians now displays obvious gaps where men and women once sat. Some have fallen away under the persecution. Others are simply gone—arrested, exiled, or executed. Some of you risked your lives just to meet this morning to pray, to sing hymns to God, and to read from Holy Scripture. All of you are outcasts, desperate for a word of encouragement from the messenger sitting in your midst. In the dim light the pastor unrolls a scroll and begins to read with a calm, quiet confidence. Whispering and shuffling in the room ceases when you hear from whom the message comes—the risen Lord Himself. The entire group seems to hold its breath when Christ begins His commendation: “I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich)” (Rev. 2:9).

In recent decades, there has been much theological disputation as to whether or not the Church will go through the tribulation. The fact is that every real church must endure some degree of tribulation. Paul taught in Acts 14:22, “We must through much tribulation enter into the kingdom of God.” He later wrote in 2 Timothy 3:12, “All that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution.” The church at Smyrna is the Lord’s choice to illustrate the suffering church and its needs.
 Such tribulation can take on many forms, including physical, economic, social, or religious persecution that causes distress. The Christians were ostracized, verbally assaulted, boycotted, and mistreated.

The Crippling Poverty (8-9)

Jesus first refers to the crippling poverty of the church at Smyrna: “I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.” The word used here for poverty means “abject poverty, possessing absolutely nothing.” Anyone refusing to acknowledge Caesar as Lord would be excluded from the trade guilds, meaning unemployment and poverty.
 They may also have been victims of confiscation of property, looting by hostile mobs, and to the difficulty of earning a living in a hostile environment. Hebrews 10:34 refers to such persecution of Christians which involved the plundering of their property.

Yet in the midst of this pressure, Christ told the church, “You are rich!” Their spiritual riches far outweighed their material poverty.
 James wrote to a similar group, indicating in James 2:5 that “God has chosen those who are poor in the eyes of the world to be rich in faith.”

Besides the ongoing physical and financial abuse, the church in Smyrna also endured verbal assault, or blasphemy. The Greek word blasphēmia means “railing” or “slander.”
 The slanderers were Jews, though Jesus refers to them as, “those who say they are Jews, and are not.” Some commentators try to skirt around this issue, denying that these were actual Jews, but their arguments are weak. It was Jews not only who were the first converts but also who were the first persecutors of the Christian faith. The synagogue worshippers in Smyrna should have been the first to welcome the gospel, but instead they, or their leaders, turned against it with fierce animosity.

Clearly, the opponents of the church are Jews. Yet in the form of this expression, John makes an important distinction between outward and inward Judaism. These “Jews” are without question Jews by race and religion, who met together in the synagogue to worship the Lord. But in reality, inwardly, they are not Jews, because they have rejected Jesus as their Messiah and confirmed their rejection by persecuting his church. Who, then, are the true Jews? John does not offer an explicit answer, but the implication is clear: true Jews are the people of the Messiah. Paul says the same thing in Romans 2:28-29, “A man is not a Jew if he is only one outwardly, nor is circumcision merely outward and physical. No, a man is a Jew if he is one inwardly; and circumcision is circumcision of the heart, by the Spirit, not by the written code.” That this “Judaism of the heart” is not to be limited to believing Jews but includes believing gentiles is clear from Paul’s words in Philippians 3:3, “For we are the true circumcision, who worship God in spirit, and glory in Christ Jesus.” We must conclude, then, that Jesus makes a real distinction between literal Israel—the Jews—and spiritual Israel—the church.
 This distinction is made throughout Scriptures—Old and New Testaments.

The Coming Persecution (10)

We might expect Jesus to say, “I know your afflictions and your poverty—but don’t worry…things are bound to get better!” No, He doesn’t say this. Instead He says,

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…

Jesus tells them of the coming persecution. Things were not going to get better right away…in fact, things were going to get worse! Now, understand, these folks weren’t suffering hardship because of any wrong they had done. Quite the opposite!

Opposition to the gospel was so fierce that martyrdom appeared to be a real possibility. Indeed, one of the best-known Christian martyrs of all ages was Polycarp, a native of Smyrna. Polycarp was in all probability already a member of the church of Smyrna at the time the Revelation was written. Some have even argued that he was its chief minister, since both Tertullian and Irenaeus say that he was consecrated Bishop of Smyrna by John himself.

Jesus did encourage this church, though, by saying, “you will suffer persecution for ten days.” In the Bible, ten days signifies “a brief time” (Gen. 24:55; Acts 25:6).
 Here “ten days” indicates a relatively short period of persecution. In the case of Smyrna, John does not expect a long, universal persecution but a local one of short duration.
 It also means that everything continues to be constantly under God’s control. God will not fail to bring blessing out of the persecution of his saints; yet the persecution will not be permitted to exceed the bounds prescribed by the will of God.
 Satan may be permitted to persecute the church, but as in the case of Job’s suffering, God-appointed limits constrain what Satan can do.

For many Christians, particularly in America, suffering is foreign. Yet Jesus claimed that suffering for our faith would be the hallmark of the church. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the German pastor and theologian who spent years in a Nazi concentration camp before being hanged, wrote in his classic book The Cost of Discipleship,
Suffering, then, is the badge of true discipleship. The disciple is not above his master…. If we refuse to take up our cross and submit to suffering and rejection at the hands of men, we forfeit our fellowship with Christ and have ceased to follow him. But if we lose our lives in his service and carry our cross, we shall find our lives again in the fellowship of the cross with Christ. The opposite of discipleship is to be ashamed of Christ and his cross and all the offence which the cross brings in its train. Discipleship means allegiance to the suffering Christ, and it is therefore not at all surprising that Christians should be called upon to suffer.

Jesus told His disciples that they would be persecuted for their faith. So why are we not suffering more? This may be our own doing. We may compromise our faith “to avoid being persecuted for the cross of Christ” (Gal. 6:12). John Stott points out,

The fear of the world has ensnared us. Our tendency is to dilute the gospel and to lower our standards in order not to give offense. We love the praise of our fellow human beings more than the praise of God. I am not recommending that we develop a martyr-complex or that we court opposition. I am just saying that if we compromised less, we would undoubtedly suffer more. Smyrna was a suffering church because it was an uncompromising church.

When we truly live for Christ, we will face persecution in a variety of ways. It is unavoidable. How we respond to that persecution will speak volumes as to the credibility of our testimony as Christians.

The Comforting Promise (10-11)

Jesus concludes the letter with the comforting promise. He says,

“Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death.”

This is literally a life-and-death matter, or perhaps I should say, a death-to-life matter. If the Smyrnean Christians remain faithful unto death, their reward will be life. The word translated “crown” here is not the kind of crown a king wore, but rather the laurel wreath given to a victor at the Olympic Games—which were popular in ancient Smyrna. This impartation of life protects the faithful against the second death, echoing the words of Jesus in Matthew 10:28-29, “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” The enemies of Christ may kill the body but they cannot touch the soul. Remaining faithful to God assures that Hell has no fear for us.

Even physical death should hold no fear for is. The death and resurrection of Jesus mean that death has no power over Him. He is bigger than death itself, and given what the church in Smyrna faces, that reality is one they must keep in their minds if they are to be faithful.
 James Hamilton concludes,

God’s word is true. If we know Jesus we know he is bigger than life, better than life. God gets the glory as people who know him declare that it is better to die than to live without him.

We need this. Not just because some of us might die as martyrs, but because all of us live. The death of the martyrs points to the life worth living, to the life worth dying for—the life that is lived to and through and for God through Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit.

Jesus is worth dying for. And if he is worth dying for, then he is worth living for. Only those who are gripped by something worth more to them than life can be truly courageous. And courage is precisely what Jesus calls the church in Smyrna to in this command. He is proclaiming to them that he is better than life.

Persecution is coming. We may live to see the day when in this country Christians are called to lay down their lives for their faith. Are we prepared to die for Him? Are we willing to live for Him now?
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