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Revelation 2:8-11 
 
Psalm 56 New Living Translation (NLT) 
For the choir director: A psalm of David, regarding the time the Philistines seized 
him in Gath. To be sung to the tune “Dove on Distant Oaks.” 
1O God, have mercy on me, for people are hounding me. 
My foes attack me all day long. 
2I am constantly hounded by those who slander me, and many are boldly attacking 
me. 
3But when I am afraid, I will put my trust in you. 
4I praise God for what he has promised. 
I trust in God, so why should I be afraid?  What can mere mortals do to me? 
5They are always twisting what I say; they spend their days plotting to harm me. 
6They come together to spy on me—watching my every step, eager to kill me. 
7Don’t let them get away with their wickedness, in your anger, O God, bring them 
down. 
8You keep track of all my sorrows. 
You have collected all my tears in your bottle.  You have recorded each one in your 
book. 
9My enemies will retreat when I call to you for help. 
This I know: God is on my side! 
10I praise God for what he has promised; yes, I praise the LORD for what he has 
promised. 
11I trust in God, so why should I be afraid?  What can mere mortals do to me? 
12I will fulfill my vows to you, O God, and will offer a sacrifice of thanks for your 
help. 
13For you have rescued me from death; you have kept my feet from slipping. 
So now I can walk in your presence, O God, in your life-giving light. 
 
Revelation 2:8-11 The Letter to the Church in Smyrna 
8“Write this letter to the angel of the church in Smyrna.  This is the message from 
the one who is the First and the Last, who was dead but is now alive: 
9“I know about your suffering and your poverty—but you are rich!  I know the 
blasphemy of those opposing you.  They say they are Jews, but they are not, 
because their synagogue belongs to Satan.  10Don’t be afraid of what you are about 



to suffer.  The devil will throw some of you into prison to test you.  You will suffer 
for ten days.  But if you remain faithful even when facing death, I will give you the 
crown of life. 
11“Anyone with ears to hear must listen to the Spirit and understand what he is 
saying to the churches.  Whoever is victorious will not be harmed by the second 
death. 
 
PRAY 
 
Suffering…it is something we’d prefer not to experience, but suffering is a part of 
the fabric of our lives. 
 
Why is that?   
There are several different kinds of suffering: 
1 - comes as a natural consequence of living in a fallen world and the reality that all 
of us are sinners.  We suffer due to our own poor choices; we suffer simply because 
we are human.  Suffering to one degree or another, comes to everyone. 
 
2 - "Tribulation” or persecution in this letter, refers to suffering that occurs as a 
result of one’s Christian faith.  This is what is specifically being addressed by Christ 
through John to the church in Smyrna. 
 
Smyrna (see map) is about 40 miles from Ephesus, a bustling metropolis, a wealthy, 
coastal city that was the center of worship of two gods: the Greek god Zeus, as well 
as worship of the Roman emperor.  There were two major temples.  One was for 
worshipping the Goddess of Rome (constructed in 195 B.C.) and in 26 A.D. there 
was a temple erected for the worship of Tiberius, the emperor at the time.  This 
temple was built in a central location, upon a hill, producing a dramatic visual 
effect, popularly described as “the Crown of Smyrna”. 
 
If one was a Christian in Smyrna, one faced a choice: 
➢ Sprinkle incense on the fire that burned before a bust of the Emperor, while 

swearing one’s allegiance: “Caesar is Lord!” 
OR 
➢ Remain faithful to “Jesus is Lord” and not commit idolatry. 
 



Failure to express one’s patriotism as religious fervor relative to the Emperor and 
the Empire, had at least three very serious consequences:  
 
Poverty (v.9) 
Christians experienced discrimination in business and employment.  Some may 
have refused to trade with them.  Practicing honesty and integrity in the public 
sector isn’t/has not always been a shared value if material gain is the goal.  Some 
vendors suffered because of their honesty and unwillingness to “cook their books” 
or “pay under the table”, for instance. 
 
Slander (v.9) 
False rumors - lies, “fake news” - had been spread by Jews about the Christians! 
The actual word in Greek means “blasphemy”.  Christ calls them a “Synagogue of 
Satan” whose master is the “devil”.  Wow - strong words! 
“Satan” and “devil” are properly translated “adversary”, “accuser”, or “slanderer”.  
In John 8:44 Jesus calls Satan “a liar and the father of lies”. Truth is under attack - 
something with which we are familiar as well! 
 
The church in Smyrna was already experiencing the suffering resulting from poverty 
and slander.  But more and worse affliction is coming their way.  To this Christ says: 
 
“Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer.” (v.10) 
 
Imprisonment was the plight of many believers.  We know this has been true 
historically, starting with John the Baptist, Jesus, and numerous others including 
the Apostle Paul.  He was imprisoned numerous times.  But Paul was always free. 
Even when he had a captive audience - pun intended - he took advantage of every 
opportunity to share the good news about God’s love and grace in the person of 
Jesus Christ!  (Read the Book of Acts!) 
  
“Be faithful, even to the point of death” (v.10). 
Martyrdom - dying for one’s faith - was well known to believers in Smyrna.  The 
bishop/overseer of the church there, named Polycarp, fled the city.  Authorities 
tracked him down and urged him to recant.   
“What harm can it do to sacrifice to the Emperor?” the arresting officer asked. 
When brought before the proconsul in the amphitheater, he demanded: 
“Swear by the genius of Caesar.  Revile Christ, and you will be released!” 



Polycarp reportedly replied: 
“For eighty-six years I have served Christ; he has done me no wrong; how then can 
I blaspheme my King who saved me?” 
When the proconsul threatened to throw him to the wild beasts if he did not 
change his mind, Polycarp responded: “Call them.” 
“Since you make light of beasts, I will have you destroyed by fire, unless you change 
your attitude.”  
 
Angry Jews and Gentiles gathered firewood, and the fire was lit.  While being 
burned at the stake, Polycarp prayed aloud: “O Lord, Almighty God I thank you for 
counting me worthy…of sharing the cup of Christ’s suffering….”   
 
This call to suffer is timeless in its application to the church of Jesus Christ.  Faith 
and suffering go together.  We should not be surprised by suffering but rather, we 
should expect it.  (John 15:18,20, 16:33, Philippians 1:29)  
The final beatitude in Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, says as much:  
10Blessed are those who are persecuted for doing right, (righteousness sake) for the 
Kingdom of Heaven is theirs.  (Matthew 5:10)  
Tomorrow we celebrate the life and legacy of Martin Luther King, Jr, who peacefully 
protested and was imprisoned, in his work for justice.  We still have a long way to 
go to realize MLK’s dream: that we would judge others NOT by the color of their 
skin, but the content of their character.   
 
Christ tells the believers in Smyrna: Do Not Be Afraid. (v.10) We might well ask:   IS 
CHRIST WORTHY OF OUR TRUST WHEN WE SUFFER??? 
 
Christ offers seven comforting truths in face of suffering: 
1-Christ is eternal - he is the first and the last, the alpha and omega/the beginning 
and the end (v. 8).  Christ shares God’s eternal, divine nature. 
2-Christ is victorious - We live and die.  Christ died and lived (v.8)!  Death could not 
defeat or hold him!  Because of that we can face death without fear. 
3-Christ is all-knowing - He claims to “know our afflictions” (v.9).  Christ is not 
unaware or remote, not a distance acquaintance but Christ knows, because Christ 
is up close and personal.  Christ is present with us.   
4-Christ is balanced - Two issues are present in the church in Smyrna which Christ 
wants to put in proper perspective (for them and for us!)   



In v. 9 Christ mentions their poverty but says at the same time, they are rich!  Well, 
which is it? One cannot be both poor and rich, can one? 
 
Richard Trench, an Archbishop in the Anglican Church (1860-80) said: “In God’s 
sight there are both poor rich-men, and rich poor-men”. 
 
What did he mean? 
 
When our sons were growing up there was always something new that they just 
had to have - the latest video game console and accessories, or whatever.  My 
constant refrain?  “There are some things money cannot buy.”  It was my way of 
saying to our sons: We may not have money for “stuff”, so we are “poor” in that 
way.  BUT we are rich in the love, in spirit, in what is truly lasting, that will never 
run out or wear out, or become obsolete. 
 
Jesus is saying a similar thing to the church - you are spiritually rich, while materially 
poor.   
 
5-Christ is in control - Christ is not only aware of our circumstances, our trials, and 
tribulations, but Christ himself experienced suffering on our behalf.  Christ is aware 
of what is to come.  In this letter to the church in Smyrna, Christ says there is a limit, 
in this case, ten days. Is that a literal ten days? 
It is not clear.   
What is clear is that there is a limit to suffering in this life.  The evil one has power, 
but limited power.  Christ has overcome even the power of death, so the ultimate 
power belongs to Christ!  Compared to eternity, what we suffer now will be like 
ten days (or less). 
Our earthly suffering will seem to us to be a “momentary affliction”! (2 Corinthians 
4:17)   That is the take-away here. 
 
6-Christ is purposeful - some suffering seems absolutely pointless.  However, in 
God’s economy nothing is wasted.  The evil one’s purpose is to test us to destroy 
us.  God allows testing in the life of believers with the purpose of refinement.  As 
gold is purified of dross/impurities in the heat of a furnace, so the fires of 
persecution can purge and strengthen our faith and shape us so that we are more 
like Jesus.  (Christ-like character--James 1:2-4, I Peter 1:7) 
 



7-Christ is generous - there awaits a rich reward to those who persevere in the 
face of persecution and suffering.  It is not something earned, but a gift: If we 
endure, we shall escape the hell which is the ‘second death’ (v.11) and enter 
heaven which is the ‘crown of life’ (v.10).  All of us will die physically (first death) 
but we shall inherit eternal life.   
 
In Smyrna was a huge arena where athletic competitions, races and games were 
held.  Those who were victorious, won a crown, wreath, or garland.  Similarly, the 
Christian life can be compared to a race - one must remain fit, strong, energetic, 
enduring the rigors of training and the race itself.  Those who persevere will be 
rewarded.  In the life of discipleship, those who persevere, especially in the face of 
persecution, will receive the “Crown of Life”!  (Not the “crown of Smyrna”!) 
 
Lest we think that the persecution of Christians is a thing of the past: current 
statistics (as of January 15, 2021 Christianity Today magazine) reported according 
to the 2021 World Watch List, that: 

• Daily, worldwide 13 Christians are killed because of their faith. 

• Daily, worldwide 12 church buildings are attacked.  

• And daily 12 Christians are unjustly arrested or imprisoned, another 3 are 
abducted. 

• One in eight Christians worldwide face persecution; 1 in 6 in Africa, 2 out of 5 in 
Asia.  

• The top ten nations where persecution is most likely are: North Korea, 
Afghanistan, Somalia, Libya, Pakistan, Eritrea, Yemen, Iran, Nigeria and India. 

 
Friends, these are more than statistics!  Like those lost to COVID19, these numbers 
represent real people, with real families, who are our siblings in Christ!  May we be 
diligent in praying for them, and for the welfare of their families and communities!  
Who is to say that all things being equal, persecution for our faith might indeed yet 
come to us, in our lifetime? 
 
Where are we in relation to the church in Smyrna?  The church in Enumclaw?  We 
want to be well liked.  We do not want to create waves.  How much are we willing 
to compromise in order not to cause offense?  To what degree are we willing to 
conform to culture?  Are we willing to swear allegiance to a god other than Christ? 
 



I want to close with a brief parable told to me by Milcah Lalam, a young woman 
from South Sudan.  During the civil unrest, Milcah’s father was killed by rebels, her 
brother was forced as a mere boy of 13 into the rebel army.  Because of these 
losses, Milcah’s mother had a mental breakdown and was unable to care for her.  
She was adopted by a Christian family who made sure that Milcah got an education; 
she graduated from Oxford and returned to her homeland to be a peacemaker. 
 
Milcah tells this parable: A young girl sought wisdom from her mother as she was 
facing some difficulties.  Her mother placed three items before her: An egg, a 
carrot, and a handful coffee beans.  Silently, the mother boiled each.  
The egg which was hard on the exterior but soft on the inside, became completely 
hard. 
The carrot initially had a hard exterior but became soft. 
When boiled, the coffee beans produced a distinctive aroma, and a flavorful drink. 
“So which of these three things will you be, when affected by life’s challenges, by 
the “heat” of suffering or persecution?” the mother asked the daughter. 
 
We might ask ourselves: When feeling the heat of suffering or persecution, will we 
be like the egg and become completely hardened, conform to the cultural 
pressures around us? 
Or like the carrot will we become soft, too weak to act, too fearful to speak up? 
Or will we become like the coffee beans, a distinctive force for good with an aroma 
that permeates the atmosphere, having a flavorful influence and impact amid 
suffering or persecution?  
 
How will we respond? Will we be prepared?  
By God’s grace, may we persevere!   
 
PRAY. 


