Book of Revelation

6 – The Seven Churches (Smyrna)

[To the Church in Smyrna]

[8] “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: ‘The words of the first and the last, who died and came to life.

[9] “‘I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich) and the slander[f1] of those who say that they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. [10] Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and for ten days you will have tribulation. Be faithful unto 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. The one who conquers will not be hurt by the second death.’


(Revelation 2:8-11 ESV)
 
[Footnotes]
======================================================= 
[1] 2:9 Greek blasphemy

 1. First impressions

(a) Very short – the shortest of the seven

(b) No criticism, no warnings given

(c) Experiencing active persecution and more severe actions to follow shortly

(d) What is the “synagogue of Satan”?

(e) “Do not fear” → fear opposes faith

 i. Parallels 1:17,18 → “fear not, I am the first and the last... died... alive”

(f) Idea of testing → 1:15, “refined in a furnace”

(g) “Ten days”?

 i. A short period

(h) Some may lose their lives

(i) It will not last forever, though those in the midst of it may feel like it will

(j) The promise of life for all who remain faithful

 2. Background

(a) Thirty-five miles north of Ephesus

(b) Of the seven cities, Smyrna and Philadelphia held out longest against Turkish conquest

 i. These two are the two where the letters contain no rebuke

(c) Smyrna, like Ephesus, was one of the oldest centers of the imperial cult

 i. But it never achieved the honor of Ephesus

(d) Famous for wealth, fine buildings, and devotion to science and medicine

(e) Smyrna, a harbor city, known for its beauty

 i. Paved streets, library, gymnasium, a shrine to Homer, a temple to the Mother Goddess

(f) Christians in both Smyrna and Philadelphia experienced (probably) expulsion from Jewish synagogues

(g) Smyrna had a strong Jewish community

(h) In denying that his [John's] opponents are spiritually Jewish, he seems to return the charge they had made against the Christians; in calling them a “synagogue of Satan,” his rhetoric resembles that of the Dead Sea Scrolls, where a persecuted Jewish sect that considered the rest of Judaism apostate called its opponents “the lot of Belial” (Satan). (IVP BBC NT)

(i) People were betrayed to provincial officials by delatores, “informers,” and by the early second century it is attested that Christians in Asia Minor were generally charged only if accused by such informers. By the early second century, Jews in Smyrna were reportedly fulfilling this function against Christians (such as Polycarp). But simply claiming publicly that Christians were no longer welcome as part of the synagogue community was a form of betrayal; Christians who were not seen as Jewish had no protection against civil requirements for participation in the emperor cult. (ibid)

(j) Many Christians were martyred in Smyrna over the next several centuries. Jewish martyr stories praised those who were faithful to death and thus would be resurrected at the end; “crowns” were victors’ (2:11) rewards for athletes or military heroes. (A number of ancient writers also mentioned the “crown of Smyrna,” possibly referring to the city’s beauty.) (ibid)

 3. Letter Elements

(a) Self-identification

 i. “The first and the last, who died and came to life”

 A. How does this speak to those who are under tribulation?

· Just as Jesus was at the beginning of their experience, he will be with them through to the end

· Just as Jesus conquered death, those who die have hope beyond the grave

(b) Church situation

 i. Under tribulation

 A. Tribulation / time of trouble not necessarily a future event, but a present one

 B. Doesn't necessarily mean persecution, but could simply be pressure to conform to societal norms

 ii. Material poverty

 A. Smyrna was a wealthy city, but due to their beliefs and practice, Christians in the city apparently were struggling materially

 iii. Spiritually rich

 A. A reminder that material wealth is not the most important consideration when evaluating present circumstances

 iv. Slandered

 A. Jesus was slandered, too

(c) Exhortation

 i. “Do not fear what you are about to suffer... Be faithful until death”

 A. To give in to fear is a choice; to take courage is a choice

 B. Promise (below) is life → death is not the end; there is no valid reason to fear

 ii. “Ten days”

 A. Only significant OT allusion in this letter → probably a key to its interpretation

 B. Daniel 1:12-16 → ten days of testing

· At issue is degree of cultural accommodation allowed

· To accommodate completely would lead to physical and material comforts

· To maintain distinctiveness could lead to difficulties and perhaps even death, for challenging the rule of Babylon 

· Testing → For whose benefit was the testing?

· God, the ones being tested, or those observing?

· Can this explain why God “allows” tests/trials?

 C. For a brief period of time

 D. Allusion back to Babylonian exile → already alluded to in 1:9

 E. Synagogues → formed during and after Babylonian exile

· Center of religious instruction and practice for the diaspora

· Continued into Roman times and into present 

· Synagogue of Satan → Judaism as a religious form no longer has legitimacy

· Satan (adversary) found in OT as opposing God's people (1 Chr. 21:1; Job; Zech. 3:1-2)

· Found in intertestamental literature

· Found 26x in NT; as “devil” 32x

· It (synagogue of Satan) is now in collusion with Babylon/Rome

· The concept of Israel as God's people transferred from those belonging to Judaism to those who now claim Christ 

· “Israel” is not about race or nationality – it is about theology

(d) Promises – 2 

 i. “I will give you the crown of life”

 A. Crown → laurel wreath → symbol of victory and power

 ii. “The one who conquers will not be hurt by the second death”

 A. c.f., 20:4-6

 4. Summary

(a) Troubles may feel like forever, but they are not

(b) Jesus is with us in our trials; he identifies with us in our troubles

(c) Physical circumstances are not a good indicator of spiritual reality

(d) Courage is a decision that leads to victory

(e) Just as Jesus conquered death and obtained life; Christians, too, have life through Christ

