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LETTERS TO THE CHURCHES: SMYRNA •  *  REVELATION 2:8-11 * 1/15/2023

MAIN POINT

Followers of Christ must recognize the spiritual battle that exists and take biblical steps to guard against the
strategies of the enemy.

INTRODUCTION

As your group time begins, use this section to introduce the topic of discussion.

What comes to mind when the topic of spiritual warfare, angels, or demons is brought up? What sort of
feelings do those topics evoke?

Do you think that most Christians’ ideas about the spiritual realm (angels, demons) are based on the Bible
or popular culture? Why?

For many Christians in the West, talking about the spiritual realm feels uncomfortable—and sometimes weird.
Because our culture places a premium on empirical evidence, we tend to also downplay the reality of these
things. The Bible, however, is clear that there is more going on in this world than meets the eye. We are quick to
consider the temptations of the flesh, but much slower to acknowledge that the enemy may be working
against us in different ways.

According to Jesus, the church in Smyrna was under spiritual attack. They were suffering and were told to
expect more suffering because of Satan’s work. We can learn important lessons about our own spiritual
battles from what Jesus told them.

UNDERSTANDING

Unpack the biblical text to discover what the Scripture says or means about a particular topic.

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ REVELATION 2:8-9.

How might Jesus’ knowing the suffering of the church in Smyrna bring them peace? How does His knowing
bring us peace?

Look at Philippians 4:6-7. What did Paul say about a peace that is beyond human understanding in his
letter to the Philippians? How did this apply to the church in Smyrna? How does it apply to us?

How is it possible to have peace even when we are under spiritual attack?
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The believers in Smyrna were in troubled waters. Though they had deep abiding joy in the salvation that they
had experienced through Christ, they were now passing through trials that surely caused distress among the
congregation. They would have taken solace in Jesus’ assurance that He knew their suffering. The fact that
their Savior knew their suffering assured them of His presence and promises. It also would have given them
the hope of relief. Hebrews 4:15 tells us, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with
our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.”

Jesus’ peace isn’t the same type of peace that the world offers. His peace is based on a foundation that is
eternal, unchangeable, and infinite. Because of Jesus’ goodness, glory, wisdom, and righteousness, our peace
is firm in the face of darkness. So it wasn’t the absence of trials that would bring them peace, but the presence
of Jesus. Peace for the believer doesn’t ebb and flow with the circumstances of the day, but is anchored in the
bedrock of the person and character of Jesus, the Prince of Peace.

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ REVELATION 2:10A.

What did Jesus command before delivering this bad news of oncoming persecution?

Jesus certainly had the power to prevent the suffering that the believers in Smyrna were facing. Why would
He allow it?

How does the world’s view of suffering differ from the biblical view of suffering?

Christians ought to constantly be developing theologies to answer the questions of their culture. A biblical
theology of suffering is critical in today’s world. Misconstrued teachings about suffering have led to what is
known as the “prosperity gospel” that is ravaging many parts of the world where Christianity is growing. Jesus
taught many times that suffering is inevitable for those who follow Him. In this verse, He told the church in
Smyrna that they would suffer, but He also promised that He would be with them. We have the same promise.

HAVE A VOLUNTEER READ REVELATION 2:10B-11.

What did Jesus promise to those that have been faithful to the end? Will all believers receive this crown?

Why do the redeemed remain faithful unto death? Where does this strength come from?

Faithfulness is a characteristic of true Christian faith. All of the redeemed have been imputed with the
righteousness of Jesus Christ Himself. All of God’s children will receive this crown. Those who do not remain
faithful—who show themselves to be children of the devil instead of children of God—will not receive it. This is
the same crown of life that God has promised to those who love Him (James 1:12).

Those who have understood the depth of their sin and have experienced the unmerited favor and mercy of
God through Jesus live a reoriented life. The power for endurance in hardship is the Holy Spirit of God.
Whereas the redeemed lived in fear of man before, now they fear God. Jesus said, “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” (Matthew 10:28). Those that have been rescued from eternal death no longer fear physical death. The
writer of Hebrews explained it this way, “That by his death he might destroy him who holds the power of death
—that is, the devil—and free those who all their lives were held in slavery by their fear of death” (Hebrews 2:14-
15).

APPLICATION

Help your group identify how the truths from the Scripture passage apply directly to their lives.
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What storm are you passing through right now? Are you experiencing a deep anchored peace through
Jesus, or are you being tossed to and fro by the chaos of your circumstances?

What do you fear most right now? Do you have a biblical view of suffering, or has your worldview been
shaped by other influences? Explain.

How can you examine yourself to know if you are truly in the faith? Evaluate how you have remained faithful
to Jesus (i.e., you have continued to trust, love, and obey God even in times of trial).

PRAYER

Heavenly Father, we know and trust that You are using the suffering that we experience for our good and to
make us more like Christ. Teach us to walk in peace in the midst of suffering. May we love You more than we
fear the possibility of suffering. Lord Jesus, make us faithful unto death. In Jesus’ name, amen.

COMMENTARY

REVELATION 2:8-11.

2:8 The Christians in Smyrna received the shortest of the seven letters. Christ characterized himself to them as
the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. These words echo the comfort Christ brought to John
after his vision in chapter 1. Christ’s power over time (“First and Last”) and his power over sin (“died and came
to life”) will be just what the persecuted saints of Smyrna need in order to carry on.

2:9 Christ commends the believers of Smyrna for their willing endurance of afflictions and...poverty. These
particular afflictions or sufferings (the word—thlipsis—is the usual one for “tribulation,” which we first
encountered in Rev. 1:9) are caused by the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a
synagogue of Satan. Perhaps the Jews of Smyrna were falsely accusing the Christians before government
officials and causing them to be arrested.

This striking note condemns the Jews who met for worship in Smyrna. Because they were slandering the
Christians, their meeting had become a “synagogue of Satan” rather than a synagogue of God. Note the
implication: just as those in Smyrna who claimed to be God’s people, the Jews, proved by their actions they
were not worthy of the name, so those who claim to be God’s people, the Christians, can prove by their actions
to be the “church of Satan.”

The Smyrnan believers were very poor. Perhaps some had lost property due to the slander of the Jews. This
was tempered by the Lord’s compliment that you are rich—in the things of the spirit. (See Jesus’ comment on
being “rich toward God” in Luke 12:21.)

2:10 Of all the churches, only Smyrna and Philadelphia escape criticism. This struggling church, however, now
hears a message it may have dreaded. Therefore, the Lord’s command begins with do not be afraid. The
suffering in Smyrna is about to get worse. The tribulation will expand to the point that some church members
will be thrown in prison. The intense persecution will be restricted to ten days, probably a symbolic number
standing for “a limited period of time.” This persecution will extend to the point of death. Behind it stands the
devil, that is the same Satan who had inspired Jews to harass the Christians.

This suffering from Satan does not prove the Lord is powerless—he is the First and the Last. This particular
suffering comes because God has determined to test you. While the Lord’s tests are not pleasant as we
undergo them, they have a good goal. The suffering of the Smyrnan Christians will show that the crown of life
was not idly given them. This “crown of life” is the victor’s crown rather than the king’s crown; here it
symbolizes “eternal life,” identical in significance to “eating from the tree of life” in Revelation 2:7. The only
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other biblical instance of “crown of life” uses the same symbolism: James 1:12—”Blessed is the man who
perseveres under trial, because when he has stood the test, he will receive the crown of life that God has
promised to those who love him.”

2:11 The commitment Christ makes to the Christians of Smyrna—the one who has an ear and who overcomes
— is that they will not be hurt at all by the second death. The Lord who “died and came to life again” is powerful
enough to keep his faithful people safe even if they pass through the gates of martyrdom. The first death is
merely death of the body; the second death is eternal separation from God (Matt. 10:28).

If there is any key note in this second letter, it is found near the end of verse 10: be faithful, even to the point of
death. These persecuted believers were not promised escape from tribulation; they were promised instead
something far greater: the grace to endure afflictions without fear and the pledge that the one who died and
came to life again will certainly bring them through to the “crown of life.”


