
Noon Bible Study: Revelation 2: Smyrna
Here’s a reminder of our approach to the letters to the seven churches in Revelation 2 & 3: We will read these letters together 
and seek to understand what Jesus’ message was first to these seven churches in Asia and then examine what we must hear from 
him for our own church today.

The seven letters are mostly structured in the same pattern.  

 Jesus will speak and introduce something about himself to each church
 He will say “I know…” which is the Greek word οιδα (oida) which literally means “to see”. In other words, this 

“knowing” is one based on first hand observation.
 Based on what Jesus sees and knows he will typically give a commendation of what they are doing well followed by a 

rebuke of something that needs repentance.
 He will give them guidance as to what repentance looks like and warn them with the consequence of disobedience.
 In every case he will give them a promise and reward for their obedience and overcoming - rooted in the promises of the 

age to come.

The city of Smyrna at the time of this writing was a beautiful port city.  Geographically 
it is located between Ephesus and Pergamum and rivaled them as the chief city of the 
region. It was very wealthy and prosperous.

“Smyrna had supported Rome long before she had become a world power, and as early as 195 
BC had erected a temple to the goddess of Rome.  This naturally made Smyrna a seat of 
emperor worship, and in 26 BC, when several cities of Asia were competing for the honor of 
building a temple to the Emperor Tiberius, Smyrna alone secured this privilege. (George 
Eldon Ladd, “A Commentary On The Revelation of John”, page 42).

Historians also note that at some point prior to the current moment, Smyrna was destroyed 
& amazingly rebuilt. A city once crumbling and defeated finds new life & resurrection.  A 
fitting setting for the church that would inhabit this place in the late 1st century.

Revelation 2:8-11 - To The church in Smyrna

Description of Christ: What Christ Knows & Sees:
Commendation: Rebuke:
Solution: Consequence of Disobedience:
Promise For Those Who Overcome:

Each description of Jesus as he addresses the churches references back to elements we read in Revelation 1 and it seems like the 
specific elements he highlights in his introduction to the church are relevant to the situation they are in and the message he 
gives.
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“The first and last, who was dead and has come to life…(2:8)”

The message from Jesus is an acknowledgement about the troubles Smyrna has already faced and a warning about the difficult 
days that are coming.  There is an indication that they have already been facing persecution in Smyrna at the hands of those who 
“say they are Jews but are not” and those of the “synagogue of Satan.” Wow. Quite the description.

Though at the time of the writing of Revelation, Rome is a primary prosecutor of the church, the book of Acts records, the early 
Christians struggled less at the hands of government and political officials and more at the hands of Jewish officials.  The Jews 
resisted the apostles preaching of the resurrection of Jesus and announcement of him as Messiah.  The references here indicate 
that the Jewish persecution continued.

“Jews that are not” implies that these individuals claimed to be Jews (aka “the chosen people”, “children of Abraham”) but in 
fact, by their deeds were anything but.  Rather they were working for Satan against the purposes of the true God.

“Only Jews were exempt from worshiping the emperor, for Rome knew that Jews were monotheistic and were an ancient, ethnic 
religion that merited tolerance.  The recognition that Christians were part of Judaism (they claimed that Jesus fulfilled biblical 
promises to ancient Israel) thus protected Christians (at least initially) from unnecessary persecution.  Unfortunately, many 
synagogue leaders seem to have felt it necessary to distinguish themselves sharply from Christians or even make the Jewish 
Christian unwelcome in the synagogues…(because of the fragile peace Jews had with the Roman government), many Asian Jewish 
leaders were probably nervous about being associated with prophetic, messianic movements like Christianity.” (Craig S. Keenar, 
“The NIV Application Commentary on Revelation”, page 114-115)

Revelation 2:10

At the hands of these false-Jews in cahoots with the local government, the Christians are going to suffer.   Christ tells them it 
will be for 10 days.  What do you make of this number?

Daniel 1:5-19

Similarly to this well known story of the faith, God took care of those who decided to stand for Him.  Surrounded by pressures 
from the powers of this world (in Daniel’s case Babylon, in Smyrna’s case Rome), they remained faithful, trusting in God.  After 
the testing, God’s way was proven right.  

The use of testing and tribulation for “10 days” likely alludes to this record in Daniel.  In addition, it is an indication that 
though there was going to be a great trial, it would have an end.  Knowing that there is an end gives hope and fuels endurace.

Tying This In To Jesus, “The First and The Last, Who Was Dead, and Has Come To Life”

Smyrna has already suffered and is going to suffer again in the coming days.  The trials will be hard (including imprisonment 
and facing death), but the trials will end (10 days). Jesus, according to his usual manner, gives the straight truth and also 
gives hope.  He doesn’t leave the saints ignorant, but he doesn’t leave them in despair.  Their trials in the context of eternity 
and life in the age to come, are short and limited. The one who is faithful during these trials will receive the crown of life 
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(2:10) and those who overcome “will not be hurt by the second death (2:11)”.  And so how Jesus introduces himself fits perfectly 
as a reminder for the church about perspective.

Jesus’ first words to Smyrna are: I am the “First and last”.  In other words, I am the great bookends to history. The story of 
salvation has been written and told before them and will be concluded after them.  If indeed the trials are to last 10 literal 
days, that’s a speck in the context of the grand tale encompassed by the “first and last”.  That doesn’t minimize the challenges 
they will face, but it does provide context by which the challenges can be judged.

Much of what is addressed to Smyrna is a matter of what appears to be versus what is. They appear to be poor in a wealthy and 
prosperous city, but in truth, they are rich (2:9). It appears the Jews are the true people of God, but in truth, they are not - the 
suffering saints of Smyrna are.  It would appear that some of these Christians would suffer and die and thus be losers, but in 
truth, they will win - illustrated by the crown of life, symbolizing victory.

These realities help us understand the second part of how Jesus introduces himself at the start of the message.  He proclaims that 
he is the one “who was dead, and has come to life.”  In other words, Jesus knows a thing or two about appearing to lose but 
winning, appearing to be defeated, but overcoming, appearing even to be dead, but appearing again alive.

Smyrna is the rare church (along with Philadelphia) that receives no rebuke or warning about the consequences of disobedience.  
Insead she receives powerful encouragement to remain faithful, even unto death.  Smyrna is suffering because she is a faithful 
witness of and for Jesus.

As we conclude this section, let's talk a little about trouble, trials & tribulations.

There are three kinds of trouble in the world
1 - General trouble that affects everyone because we live in a fallen and corrupted world
2 - Trouble that comes as a consequence for sin
3 - Trouble that comes as result of being a Christian

The New Testament in particular outlines a very clear and obvious theology of suffering.  The Scripture speaks to each of the 
three kinds of trouble I listed above, but specifically relating to the third kind - the trouble that comes specifically as a 
result of being a Christian.  Christians will experience the other two as well but it’s important to consider the third today.  
Jesus said:

Matthew 5:10-12 - "Blessed are those who have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven. 11 "Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil against you 
because of Me. 12 "Rejoice and be glad, for your reward in heaven is great; for in the same way they persecuted the 
prophets who were before you.

John 16:33 - "These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world you have tribulation, but 
take courage; I have overcome the world."

What does this mean?
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1 Peter 2:19-21, (3:13-17) 1 Peter 4:12-19; (5:8-11)

The early church was not surprised to suffer trouble because of their witness for Jesus.  They didn’t seek the suffering, but the 
suffering found them.  It wasn’t because they were disobedient, but in fact it was because of their obedience.

For most of us, when we suffer, we suffer because we live in a fallen world (people are evil, the world stinks, our bodies hurt, 
our jobs are hard, we get sick) or because of our own sin (we have conflict because we were unkind or insensitive, we are in debt 
because we spent too much, we are in jail because we beat up someone who cut us off in the Apponaug Rotary, etc.).  But if and 
as we live as Christians, even in America, we will suffer persecution - not simply our political party being in the minority or 
unjust laws being passed, etc - but personal and precise persecution because we are Christians.

But the question for us is whether or not if and when that comes, we will be surprised.  When trouble comes will we be outraged 
“how could this happen to me!? I’m an American!? I’m a tax payer!?  I’m a voter!? I’m a whatever…

Are we surprised?  If we are, we need to adjust our theology on suffering.  Because Jesus has already told us ahead of time it 
will come - and not just in the last weeks/days of this age.  2000 years ago our brothers in the cosmopolitan city of Smyrna 
were being imprisoned and pressured.  And when Jesus shows up to speak to them he does not tell them that he’s going to stop or 
take away the suffering.  He doesn’t stop the suffering.  He says “I know your tribulation…Don’t fear, more suffering is 
ahead…be faithful unto death…”

He doesn’t stop the suffering.  He stands with them in the suffering and promises victory on the other side.  In a culture filled 
with false hope for a pain, trouble and trial free life, does this surprise you?

What are we to take away from this message to Smyrna? I think we know that God is good, even when life is not. I think we know 
that God wins in the end. I think we know that Jesus is “with us, always, even to the end of the age.”  So what lesson do we 
glean from what Christ has to say to this remarkable church?  

I think one of the lessons for us is that we need to expand our capacity for suffering.  In other words, we need to accept and 
anticipate troubles, but not the troubles we think we are currently facing.  For the American church, we do not have a first 
hand understanding of what Smyrna faced, nor how empowering the words of Christ must have been to them.

Revelation 2:9 quotes Jesus as saying: “I know your tribulation…be faithful until death and I will give you the crown of life.  
He who overcomes will not be hurt by the second death.”  Jesus sees the trouble and tribulation but sees beyond it too.  And 
that’s where he’s calling his people to put their sights.

He doesn’t promise deliverance from that trouble here and now, he promises deliverance from all troubles there and then.  This 
message, in the midst of suffering and trial, or for us before suffering and trial is to empower us not to escape trials - but to 
empower us to endure trials, faithfully unto the end.  Like Jesus did for us and Jesus does with us.

John 16:33 - "These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world you have tribulation, but 
take courage; I have overcome the world."

Jesus is a good Lord - the first and the last - the one who was dead and now is alive.  So do not fear what you are about to 
suffer, it will be short…Be faithful until death.  Jesus will be faithful to you long after that.
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