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“To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: These are the words of him who is the First and the 
Last, who died and came to life again. 9 I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are 
rich! I know about the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of 
Satan. 10 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 life as your victor’s crown. 11 Whoever has ears, let them 
hear what the Spirit says to the churches. The one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the 
second death.  

I. Smyrna	
A. Persecution	

I know about the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue 
of Satan. 
These kinds of statements keep our best scholars employed. On the surface, we don’t 
understand what kind of infraction is implied here.  
First, the word slander is awkward. Next, why would anyone who is not a Jew want to 
pretend they are Jews? And if they do that, why is radically scandalous? Why call them 
“a synagogue of Satan?” What does that imply? 
There are a few differing opinions on this. Here is one theory.   
Jews were exempt from worshipping the Roman ruler because Rome recognized the 
Jewish faith as monotheistic and extended them the courtesy of practicing their religion 
without interfering. This exemption did not extend to the new Christian sect that arose out 
of Judaism, due in part to the fact the Jews refused to acknowledge Christianity within the 
scope of Judaism, even though thousands of Jews were becoming followers of Christ. 
Consequently Jewish converts to Christ, booted from the synagogue, essentially were left 
dangling outside of the protective laws of Rome and were classified as an illegitimate and 
illegal religion. That meant Christians could and would be persecuted and prosecuted as 
criminals under Roman law. Some theorize that in order to avoid persecution, some of 
the Christians were claiming they were Jews, therefore finding protection under Roman 
Law. The assumption is that God was not happy with those who used such dishonest 
tactics to avoid persecution for their Christian faith. This is an attractive and compelling 
theory, and if true, makes a great life application point for a sermon. The problem is, 
these false Jews were slanderous against the saints. It is hard to imagine why those who 
sought protection under the guise of Judaism would be accused of slandering their 
Christian brothers and sisters, unless they did so to try to further “prove” they were Jews 
and not Christians. But that is a bit of a stretch.  
They were “false” in the sense that those who committed such violent acts against 
believers were unworthy to be called true children of Abraham for rejecting the Messiah 
and his followers. It is helpful to understand that early Christians were basically 
considered Jews, because the first Christians were Jewish converts to Christ. Even 
Gentile converts were originally considered to be entering into the true Jewish faith as 
followers of Jesus. The separation would later come when the old-school Jews would 
boot the new Messianic Jews out of the synagogues and convince Rome they were not 
members of the Jewish faith. Therefore, the Jewish converts who believed they were 
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simply accepting and believing in the true Messiah believed that they were pursuing true 
Judaism. Those who rejected the Messiah then became the “false Jews” for failing to 
follow the Messiah, and the Messianic Jews became the true Jews.  
These “false Jews” were  persecutors and slanderers against Christians. This was so 
offensive to Jesus that he coined the phrase “the synagogue of satan” to describe these 
misguided zealots. That would have been a scathing rebuke against a people who 
believed their synagogue to be a holy place of worship of the one true God. But their 
cruel actions turned their holy synagogue into a headquarters for Hell. A religious 
institution dedicated to God was in reality doing the work of satan.  
Furthermore, they were slanderers. This is more than verbal abuse, but the word implies 
they were informants, reporting the Christians to the Roman authorities to be prosecuted. 
We don’t know the details of how they worked. We don’t know if they worked for the 
government, or were just bitter Jews bent on destroying the church. We don’t know if they 
weaseled their way into the church under the guise of being converted Jews or not. We 
do know they created problems for the only two churches that had a clean record before 
God. Roman authorities needed witnesses and proof before they could prosecute a case 
and undoubtedly valued the proof these informants could provide them.  

B. And	More	Persecution	to	Come	
0 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 life as your victor’s crown. 

Two forms of persecution are implied here: incarceration and execution. Being in prison 
for ten days at the very least makes reference arrest and imprisonment while awaiting 
trial. But the key words here are “even to the point of death.” When hearing someone 
prophesy about your future, you really don’t want to hear those words.  
God knew what would lie ahead for them. He knows what lies ahead for us. Life is full of 
surprises for us. We don’t know everything that tomorrow holds for us. There are often 
events in our future that we don’t have penciled in on our calendar.  

C. Teaching	Points	

1. Things	are	not	always	as	they	seem	
One of the first things Jesus said to Smyrna is that He was very aware of their poverty. 
But He told them something they were NOT aware of – in reality, they were rich. They 
were deemed rich by God’s method of accounting.  
Another illusion was their suffering was a sign of defeat and weakness. But among the 
seven churches listed, the churches enduring the harshest trials were closer to God than 
the rest.  
The only two churches that Jesus did not find fault with were Smyrna and Philadelphia. 
Interestingly, both churches were persecuted by a group of people Jesus referred to 
individually as false Jews and collectively as “the synagogue of satan.” Both churches 
were suffering churches 
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One possible correlation between the persecution and the clean report is the fact that 
trials and tribulation draw us closer to God. The church that boasted it was “rich and 
increased with goods and had need of nothing” was the church God condemned the most 
harshly. The church that was in poverty and tribulation was closest to God. 
You can’t beat that correlation. It was true then, it holds true today. This is one reason the 
prosperity gospel is such a farce. Great prosperity and great spiritual health are 
antagonistic toward one another. One will eventually consume the other.  

2. Life	is	not	fair,	but	God	is.		
 The church of Smyrna suffered persecution and was set to suffer even greater 
persecution. The church of Philadelphia suffered persecution but would be avenged 
before her enemies.  
We have said it so many times. Life is not fair. Why do some suffer without relief and 
some seem to never go through any serious trials? Why are some of our Christian 
brothers and sisters around the world facing death from their persecutors and we worship 
freely without suffering or persecution? Why are some Christians blessed to be in a 
prosperous country and some are dying in poverty stricken nations? How does God let 
that happen? Why did Smyrna have to go from persecution to worse persecution and 
Philadelphia get some relief?  

II. Pergamum	–	The	First	Church	of	Compromise	
“To the angel of the church in Pergamum write: 

These are the words of him who has the sharp, double-edged sword. 13 I know where you live—
where Satan has his throne. Yet you remain true to my name. You did not renounce your faith in 
me, not even in the days of Antipas, my faithful witness, who was put to death in your city—
where Satan lives. 14 Nevertheless, I have a few things against you: There are some among you 
who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who taught Balak to entice the Israelites to sin so that they ate 
food sacrificed to idols and committed sexual immorality.15 Likewise, you also have those who 
hold to the teaching of the Nicolaitans.16 Repent therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you 
and will fight against them with the sword of my mouth. 17 Whoever has ears, let them hear what 
the Spirit says to the churches. To the one who is victorious, I will give some of the hidden 
manna. I will also give that person a white stone with a new name written on it, known only to the 
one who receives it. 

A. Circumstantial	challenges	
The church was planted in a city famously known as the throne of satan and the city 
where satan lives. The implication is clear that they were surrounded by indescribable 
wickedness. 
There in the city was the huge throne-like altar of “Zeus our savior.”  
A healing cult called Asclepius also headquartered there.  
Overlooking the city was the famous temple of Augustus, the focal point of the cult of the 
emperor.  
 It was an aggressive wickedness. The persecution was so great one of their members 
named Antipas was recently martyred in the city for his faith.  
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Jesus commends them for holding fast to their faith in the face of violent persecution. But 
they had a problem.  

B. Worldly	compromise	
They resurrected an old tactic used by Balaam that involved getting the people of Israel 
to eat sacrificial meats. It appears that the issue of eating sacrificial meats became a 
major problem for the church, serving as an entry point into even greater worldliness. We 
know Paul downplayed the significance of eating sacrificial meats, claiming those strong 
in the faith needn’t be legalistic about it, but the weak in faith should be cautious not to 
violate their conscience. However, this was more than just eating sacrificial meat. It also 
involved the kind of occasions where sacrificial meat was served. On festive occasions 
the pagans would put on huge banquets where free food was offered to draw people in. 
There seems to have been some conflict in the church between those who saw nothing 
wrong with attending these pagan feasts and those who viewed it as a compromise. 
Jesus viewed it as a compromise. To Him, it was just like the way Balaam caused Israel 
to compromise. Keep in mind – who is at the root of compromise in the church? Satan. If 
he can’t destroy the church by martyrdom, he will destroy it from within through 
compromise.  
What began as a compromise on the eating of sacrificial meats at pagan feasts grew into 
an issue of sexual immorality in the church. Beware of the gateways! 

C. Doctrinal	Compromise	
The Ephesians gave no room for the Nicolaitans to operate in their church. By contrast, 
the church at Pergamum tolerated a few Nicolaitans in their church. Jesus was not 
happy. Pergamum is all about compromise.  
How can Jesus hold an entire church accountable when only a few are compromising? 
Perhaps because they church had given up the battle against the compromises. When 
you stop speaking against wrong-doing, you are sanctioning it.  
Make no mistake about it. The 21st century American church faces great temptations to 
compromise. This is the biggest weapon satan uses against us today. It is the tactic of 
Balaam. How will the younger generation face this challenge? Are you prepared to guard 
the church against buying into the world’s values? Will you hone your senses to 
recognize and reject compromise no matter what form it comes in?  

III. To	the	Overcomers	
Hidden manna and a white stone. Manna is obviously something good provided by the 
hand of God.  
In ancient courts, a jury cast votes with white and black stones. White stones indicated 
non-conviction. Jesus promises a white stone to the overcomers.  


