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The seven churches of Revelation — Sermon Notes
Title: “3. The persecuted church ”

Scripture: Revelation 2:8-11

Date preached: November 9t 2025

Scripture: Revelation 2:8-11

8 “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write,

‘These things says the First and the Last, who was dead, and came to life: 9 “I know your
works, tribulation, and poverty (but you are rich); and 7 know the blasphemy of those who
say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. 10 Do not fear any of those
things which you are about to suffer. Indeed, the devil is about to throw some of you into
prison, that you may be tested, and you will have tribulation ten days. Be faithful until
death, and I will give you the crown of life. 11 “He who has an ear, let him hear what the
Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes shall not be hurt by the second death.”’
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Introduction

This is sermon number three in what will be an eight sermon series. In sermon one I gave you an
overview of the Book of Revelation. Last week we turned our attention to the first letter; the epistle
sent to the church in Ephesus. Today we are going to consider the letter sent to the church in
Smyrna. However before we do that lets review some of the highlights from last week's sermon.

We know from our recent studies of 15t Timothy that the church in Ephesus was established by the
Apostle Paul. He spent three tough years labouring to build up and equip the church. Following
Paul the church in that city was guided by Aquila, Priscilla, Apollos and of course Timothy. And
according to historic tradition, the Apostle John also ministered there. However despite these sound
leaders by the time that the Apostl.e John received the revelation from the Lord Jesus Christ things
had gone awry. Before we touch on the letter's contents let me say a few things about the city of
Ephesus.

It was one of the largest and most important cities of the ancient world. It had the distinction of
being the Roman capital of the region of Asia Minor. It was a city of trade and commerce.

The reason it was able to flourish was due in large part to its geographic location. It had access to
the Aegean Sea. This was via a canal which joined the Cayster River. This link enabled Ephesus to
become a great port. It was also conveniently situated at a crossroads for over land travel and trade.
This meant traders and merchants from all over the ancient world passed through the city. This was
why Paul recognised this as being the perfect place from which the gospel could spread.

The city itself was an impressive collection of fine architecture. There were many grand public
buildings such as a library, theatre and sports stadium. However by far the cities greatest claim to
fame came through its temple. The temple to Diana or Artemis was one of the wonders of the
ancient world. At 115 metres long and 45 metres wide it never failed to impress. But as I pointed
out last time having this temple devoted to an evil pagan goddess in your midst impacted the city.
We cannot tolerate, let alone celebrate wickedness and evil without it having a corrupting influence.
This was certainly true for Ephesus.
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Let us turn now and briefly consider what the letter, or the report card that Jesus gave to the church
in Ephesus said.

The letter begins with the good. As an aside that's a very good way to approach giving someone a
rebuke or chastisement. Tell them that they did this or that well before imparting what they didn't do
so well. This is exactly what we see here.

The Lord Jesus commends the church for its work. They earn His praise for working hard and
persevering. It is good that they have remained loyal and committed to their efforts in sharing the
gospel to the point of near exhaustion.

They are also commended for remaining loyal in doctrine and orthodoxy. The church had stood firm
in preserving the true gospel message and rejecting impostors. As we know from our studies in 1%
Timothy many false teachers (some even claiming to be apostles) had tried to enter the church. The
Ephesians had remained resolute and not allowed them to infiltrate.

These are good things. Things that are important for all churches in any age to seek to emulate.
Although we may get tired and weary in our efforts we are not to quit. We must continue on, doing
what God has called us to do until the end. It is also vitally important that we guard, protect and
maintain the truth of the gospel message. Many will come along and try to twist or distort the truth.
Therefore we must stand firm.

However, things were not all good in the Ephesian church. The church receives a stern rebuke for
losing its first love. They had as I have just explained not given up doing good things. They had not
turned their backs on Christ, or failed in their Christian duty. But the passion that they first felt for
these things had evaporated. They were now doing their duty out of habit and tradition and not out
of love. They may well have remained devoted to the truth and “doing church things” but their
fervent passion for Christ had gone. Sadly this description describes many churches and even
Christians today. When they first encountered Christ they were full to the brim with excitement.
Nothing could stop them from proclaiming His loving kindness to the world. But over time that fire
diminished. Now it is just a small glowing ember.

The letter ends however with a note of optimism. Things are not good but in Christ there always lies
hope. All is not yet lost for the Ephesian church. If they follow the simple three-step process they
can once again be fully restored to God. First, they must remember the love they initially had.
Second, they must repent. This calls for them to admit to God their error and sin. Thirdly, and
finally they are to return. This means to turn away from the direction they were heading away from
God and turn instead to move towards Him and what He wants. If they faithfully follow these three
steps they can be saved.

What an encouraging message for any church or believer today. Over time without due care and
attention our passion can wane. We can easily slip into doing things merely by habit and not
because we feel a call or drive to do them. If we feel this way let us remember what Jesus told the
church in Ephesus. Remember, repent and return.

Today we are going to look at the second letter.
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A guide to Smyrna
There used to be a popular TV show on British television called “Wish you were here.” It was

broadcast from 1974 to 2003. The format of the show was very simple. Each week one of the shows
lucky reporters would be sent to some holiday destination across the world and would film their
experiences. They would tell the viewers watching from their sofas in grey and rainy Britain all
about the wonderful things you could experience in places most of us could only ever dream of
visiting. Since none of us have a time machine that can take us back to ancient Smyrna allow me for
to transport you away to that ancient city in Asia Minor. Today's episode of “Wish you were here” is
Smyrna circa 96 AD.

Let's begin by locating the city on the map. It is located about 35 miles (56 km) north of the city of
Ephesus. Today this is western Turkey. It is a coastal city and boasts of a very fine deep harbour.
Today the city still exists though its name has changed. Today it is known as Izmir and it is the third
most populous city in modern day Turkey.

But let's go back to the beginning. Smyrna is an ancient city. It's roots go back perhaps as far as
1000 BC. Around 600 BC Smyrna was destroyed by the Lydians and lay in ruins for more than
three centuries. However in 290 BC two of Alexander the Great’s successors rebuilt the

city. It was that rebuilt city that was the Smyrna of John’s day.

The origin of the cities name is an interesting one. There is a myth that it is named after an
Amazonian called Smyrna who was one of the first settlers at this site. Others think that it is named
after the Greek word for myrrh meaning “bitter.” Myrrh is a gummy resin (sap) that is extracted
from the Commiphora Myrrha tree. It is obtained by slashing or cutting the tree. When the sap or
resin oozes out it is pounded down, ground up and mixed with oil to make perfume or incense.

Having such easy access to the ocean helped make Smyrna an important trading city. It was large by
the standards of ancient times with a population estimated in the first century AD at around 100,000
people. The harbour which could be closed off in times of war was a very valuable asset. It meant
that ships and their wares could be kept safe from marauders or pirates. It was also situated along an
important road that ran down the Hermus river valley. This meant that all trade by necessity passed
through the city of Smyrna.

The city enjoyed a very nice climate.

Perfect for a day at the beach, or for growing fruit and vegetables. If you enjoy the occasional glass
of wine you will be interested to know that the hills around the city were full of vineyards. The city
produced and sold a large quantity of high quality wine each year.

In terms of appearance it was said to be a beautiful well laid out city. Some claimed it was the
“glory of Asia.” Of course, we all know that that honour belongs to Gunpo. It's most famous street
was called “Golden Street.” It began at the harbour and ran through the entire city into the
surrounding foothills. Along its length could be found temples to Cybelle, Apollo, Asklepios,
Aphrodite and Zeus. So as that list of deities suggests it was a place deeply steeped in heathen
worship.
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The city also possessed a fine library, a sports stadium, many gymnasia, a 20,000 seat theatre and a
massive market or assembly place (agora). It's fair to say that any tourist would be impressed by
Smyrna.

The city also enjoyed a good relationship within the Roman Empire. The Roman authorities had a
soft spot for the city. This was because it had always enthusiastically supported the emperor and had
as a result earned his favour. I will speak a little more on what this meant for Christians in a
moment. It was due to this favour a “free city” meaning that it was allowed to govern its own affairs
and had no Roman soldiers garrisoned there. People were free to go about their daily business
provided they remained loyal to Rome. It was also noted as being a centre of excellence for both the
study of science and medicine.

What about the church in Smyrna? What were its origins? That's a good question. Scripture does
not record the founding of the church at Smyrna, nor is the city mentioned in the book of Acts. All
we know about this ancient church is what we read here in Revelation. Most scholars assume that it
was originally founded by Paul during his time in Ephesus. But we have no concrete evidence to
support this claim.

Let me close this section by speaking a little about the challenges faced by Christians living and
operating in Smyrna. At the end of the first century, life was difficult and dangerous for

the church at Smyrna. The reason for this was twofold. The first that I mentioned a moment ago was
that the city was a hotbed of emperor worship. The city very enthusiastically embraced the annual
practice of worshipping the Roman emperor as a god. In fact in 195 BC they even built a temple,
The Dea Roma specifically dedicated for this purpose. In 23 AD Smyrna won the privilege much
like cites today bidding to host the Olympic Games to build the first temple to worship the emperor
Tiberius Caesar.

I should point out that emperor worship was a mandatory act for all citizens at the time the letter to
this church was written. Under Emperor Domitian, it became a capital offence to refuse to offer the
yearly sacrifice to the emperor. To decline to do so meant serious consequences. For Christians this
was a major problem. How could they possibly deny Christ and publicly claim that, “Caesar was
Lord” (literally the Roman emperor was god). Many believers of Christ could not, and were
executed or threatened with execution. Smyrna's most famous Christian martyr was Bishop
Polycarp. He was executed in 156 AD.

The second problem for Christians in Smyrna came from the Jews. The city boasted of a large
Jewish population who, for obvious reasons did not like Christians. They took every opportunity to
report them to the Roman authorities, and generally make their lives difficult. So it was a very
challenging time for Christ's followers.

With this useful background information in place let us turn now to the letter itself.
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8 “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write,
‘These things says the First and the Last, who was dead, and came to life:

The letter to the church in Smyrna is the shortest of the seven letters. But that is not to say it has
nothing to teach us. Its four short verses are packed with power. It is also one of only two letters that
contain no words of condemnation. This is not to suggest that the church in Smyrna was a perfect
church. No church is ever perfect because it comprises imperfect sinful people.

It reminds me of the old joke about searching for the perfect church. If you do find the perfect
church don't bother joining it because then it will become imperfect. But the church in Smyrna was
a church that was doing its best and fighting the cause well for Christ.

The letter begins as they all do with its address. This letter is intended for the “angel,” the lead
pastor of the church in Smyrna. He is the one who will receive, and then read and act upon what it
contains.

We then read our unique introduction to our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. As I mentioned to you
before each letter has it's own special way of presenting Jesus to its readers. Here we read the
following, These things says the First and the Last, who was dead, and came to life.

The first part here echoes what John recorded back in verse 17 of chapter 1.

17 And when I saw Him, I fell at His feet as dead. But He laid His right hand on me, saying to
me, “Do not be afraid; I am the First and the Last.

The expression “first and last” is an Old Testament title for God (see Isa 44:6, 48:12). In using it
here of Himself Jesus is affirming that He is God. The same description or titles for God the Father
and God the Holy Spirit equally apply to Jesus.

To state that you are the “first and last” is to emphasise your supreme eternal status. In the
beginning was God. There never was, nor will there ever be a time in which He does not exist. No
created being no matter how “powerful” can ever make such a claim. It is for God, and Him alone.

The Lord Jesus then reveals something that is a profound mystery. The Lord Jesus as God became a
human man died and was then was resurrected back to life. How can we wrap our heads around
such a profound thing. And yet we place our hope and faith in it being real. Jesus really did die
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horribly on a cross for us. Three days later He indeed was raised to life.

This fact would have encouraged and strengthened those in Smyrna. They served a God who had
suffered persecution and been killed. And yet death could not hold Him. This is because God has
ultimate power over death. He has achieved victory over death. This meant that the church in
Smyrna need not fear. If persecution or even death came their way they had a saviour who had gone
before them. They could boldly and confidently face death (persecution) knowing that Jesus gave
them the following assurance.

“I am the resurrection and the life. He who believes in Me, though he may die, he shall live.
And whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die. Do you believe this?” (John 11:25-26)

We too have this same glorious assurance. We have no reason to fear death because eternal life in
God's presence lies on the other side.
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9 “I know your works, tribulation, and poverty (but you are rich); and 7 know the blasphemy
of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.

Verse nine begins with Jesus telling His readers that He knows all about them. Such a statement
might seem rather obvious and redundant. Of course God knows everything that is happening. One
of the attributes of God is omniscience. But it's good to remind ourselves of this fact from time to
time. It is especially important when we are going through difficult or tough times. We are not
alone. God has not abandoned or forgotten us. He KNOWS what we are going through and is
standing alongside us.

So Jesus knew about their “works.” He was aware of how much they were doing to build the church
and share the gospel. He also most tellingly knew about the tribulation they faced. The word
“tribulation” here is a translation of the Greek word thilipsis. It literally means “pressure.”

When I was at school we played a game sometimes called “pile on.” Someone would lie on the
ground and then other people would lie on top of them. We ended up looking like a pile of human
pancakes. The game ended when the person on the bottom suffocated to death or the pile collapsed.
It was a silly game I know but it was fun to play in the pre-smart phone era. If you fancy playing it
let me give you a tip. Go on the top. The person on the bottom has all the weight and pressure
bearing down upon them.

This is the nature of pressure. It makes everyday living or operating difficult. The church in Smyrna
was facing intense pressure because of their faith in Christ. I outlined the reasons for this in my
introduction. In a city which was fanatical about emperor worship Christians stood out. They were
different and people who stand out are often targetted for attack.

We also spoke about the Jews who sought every means to attack Christians. The attacks that
Christians were suffering were resulting in poverty. Smyrna was a rich and wealthy city but
apparently Christians were not. Perhaps they were being fined for not being good emperor loving
citizens. Maybe they were being excluded from trading or operating businesses. Or perhaps the
Jews were persuading people not to frequent their shops or do business with them. Whatever the
case they were suffering materially for their love of Christ. But they are not to worry about this. The
reason for this is simple. Followers of Christ are rich because of their relationship to Him. They are
spiritually rich. The world may think it has what is of true value but they are wrong. There is no
eternal happiness or joy to be obtained through material things. True richness comes only from
knowing the Lord Jesus Christ as your one true saviour. The things of this world will soon all be
gone. But your love for Him and His love for you will endure for eternity.

Jesus then goes on to make a shocking statement. It concerns those Jews who were attacking His
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followers in the church of Smyrna. They were claiming to be “good” Jews. Men who were devout
and pious who lived to do what God wanted. The Apostle Paul you may remember made such a
claim about himself (Acts 22:1-4).

He firmly believed that in persecuting Christ's followers he was doing what God wanted. He soon
found out he was not. Equally the Jews in Smyrna were not doing what God wanted. They may call
themselves “Jews” but they were not true followers of God. They were followers of Satan. The
Jews attacking Christians in Smyrna were members of Satan's church (synagogue). Please note that
we are not necessarily speaking here of men who were ethnically Jewish. A “true” Jew 1s one who
trusts God and believes in Jesus Christ (Philippians 3:3, Rom 2:12-21). Anyone, whether ethnically
Jewish or not who denies Jesus as the Messiah cannot be pleasing God or doing His will.
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10 Do not fear any of those things which you are about to suffer. Indeed, the devil is about to
throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and you will have tribulation ten days.
Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.

As 1 said before there are no words of condemnation present in this letter. The church in Smyrna
may not have received the praises or the adulation of men. But it most certainly won God's
approval. God was pleased with the way it conducted itself. Here in verse ten He starts by telling
them what He wants. The first admonition is not to be afraid. How easy it is to look beyond the
security we have in God and to become timid or fearful. So many in the western church today are
fearful or frightened about what the world thinks. We must be careful they think not to anger or
offend. We certainly don't want anyone to think we are unkind or unloving. But what they do not
realise is that in weakening or watering down the gospel they make it useless and ineffective to
save.

Those in the church of Smyrna are not to be afraid. Difficult times are coming, they will suffer. But
they are to stay strong. Some of them we read will be imprisoned. They will be imprisoned for a
period of testing for 10 days. This testing or refining would prove their faith.

As with many things in the Book of Revelation this period of time has been questioned and argued
over for centuries. What exactly are the “10 days?” Let me give you some of the interpretations that
have been put forward over the years.

Some claim that the “10 days” represent periods of persecution that will occur under the reign of 10
Roman emperors (Nero, Domitian, Trajan, Hadrian, Septimus Severus, Maximin, Decius, Valerian,
Aurelian, and Diocletian).

Other interpreters view the "ten days" as symbolic, possibly indicating “complete tribulation.”
Numbers as I told you before are important in the Book of Revelation. The number five represents
human completeness. Each human hand has five fingers. A hand is complete when it has five
fingers. So ten is human completeness doubled. Is that what is meant here? The persecuted
Christians will need to withstand double what might be expected. In such a scenario the ten days
might represent intense but short periods of imprisonment.

Some scholars think that the term is being used in a shorthand way to mean an unspecified period of
time. It could be 10 days, weeks or months. Finally, we have those who think this is meant to
indicate a literal period of ten 24 hour days.

Sadly there are no clues in the text for how we are to interpret this number. But that's not really the
point.

The message that John is really trying to get across is the need to remain faithful no matter how
long your suffer. Whether it be 10 minutes, hour, months, years or decades we are to cling to Christ
and remain loyal. When we do remain loyal and faithful until death we are promised a wonderful
reward. The reward is the crown of life. What on earth you may ask is the crown of life.

Today when participants take part in the Olympic games they are competing to win a medal. We
offer rewards to the top three competitors in an event. You can win a gold, silver or bronze medal.
In the ancient games there were no medals. The victor was awarded a laurel crown (stephanos). A
crown was also worn at marriages and other special celebrations.
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The meaning then is not difficult for us to discern. The Christian who endures and remains faithful
through the trials and tribulations of the Christian life will be rewarded. After they die, “the first
death” Jesus will present him or her with the crown of victory. The laurel leaf crown that was given
to a victor in the Greek games soon perished. It soon went brown and withered away. The crown
that Christ will give us is imperishable. It will last for eternity.

Let me say a word here about some of the persecution still faced by Christians today.

Brother Tyrone and I were speaking recently on the plight of Christians in Nigeria. It's a subject we
both agreed that the mainstream media had largely chosen to ignore. According to an article in
Relevant magazine 52,000 Christians have been killed and 19,000 churches destroyed in Nigeria
since 2009. That's a shocking statistic. Why is it not mentioned on the news? Why are politicians
not addressing the issue? We might put forward a number of reasons for this. Let me give you just
one. The attacks are being carried out by the western media's' darlings Islam. But the truth is that
Christians will always face persecution. Please keep our Nigerian brothers and sisters in your
prayers. Perhaps our time of persecution in the west is coming soon. When, or if it comes we must
cling tightly to this verse and remember to stand firm.
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11 “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He who overcomes
shall not be hurt by the second death.”’

Again the letter ends with the call to listen up and pay attention. Reading and then forgetting is
useless. We are called upon to read, understand and then put into action. The exhortation here is not
that Christians will not suffer. They may well suffer unto death. That is the first death. It is the
second death will not hurt them. The second death is what happens after we die and face God's
judgment. It refers then to our eternal destiny. For those who have placed their faith in Christ and
trusted Him alone for salvation they have a glorious future to look forward to. To those who
willingly chose to reject Jesus and His offer of salvation the outcome will not be so rosy. They will
suffer eternal conscious torment in hell.

This is what God's Word tell us.

But the cowardly, unbelieving, abominable, murderers, sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters,
and all liars shall have their part in the lake which burns with fire and brimstone, which is the
second death.” (Rev 21:8)

Don't let this be your fate. Confess to God right now that you are a sinner, repent or turn from your
life of sin and put your faith in Christ alone.

You may wonder as we close today what became of the church in Smyrna. How did it bear up
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against the persecution? Was it eventually overwhelmed and destroyed or did it endure. I read a
report from 2018 that said there were around 12 churches still in existence in modern day [zmir.
They had around 500 members. Although many of these are Orthodox or Catholic there are a
smattering of protestants. So the church through God's grace did survive. Pray for those Christians
in Turkey. It is far from being an easy place to be a professing Christian.

Next week Lord willing we will look at church number 3. The letter to the church in Pergamos.
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Lessons to learn
I have drawn two lessons from today's reading.
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1 Choosing poverty over compromise

As we saw in our study today Jesus praised the church in Smyrna for choosing poverty over
compromise. Perhaps if they had compromised and tried to fit in they could have been rich and
successful, at least in the short term. If they had gone along with emperor worship they might not
have suffered the attacks that left them impoverished. They could have agreed to call Caesar
“Lord,” knowing they could later repent. They might have agreed not to go out sharing the gospel
so as not to offend the Jews. These actions would have given the believers a measure of favour with
the government and secured a much easier life. But at what cost?

The cost of being a bold and eftective witness for Christ. The great cost of displeasing almighty
God. When we compromise or agree with the world we water down and weaken the gospel
message. The western church in so many places is so weak and wishy-washy that it achieves
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nothing. Its members may have earned the acceptance of the world and ensured an easy life. But
this is not what we are here to achieve.

May none of us ever choose to compromise when it comes to our faith. Even if being bold and
courageous means persecution or poverty let us be strong.
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2 Jesus overcame and so shall we

The church in Smyrna would have taken great comfort from this letter. They were facing intense
persecution. They did not know what the future held. All they did know and could rest upon was
that their Lord and saviour had already overcome. They were on the winning side. Jesus defeated
death and now it holds no power over us.

We, too, must cling tightly to that fact. We may not face physical persecution for our faith. But we
will face obstacles, difficulties and afflictions in our Christian lives. When we do meet these things
let us cling to Christ. He is with us and our difficulties are just for a short time when placed against
the backdrop of eternity.

Let us never forget. Jesus overcame and so shall we.
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