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“Revelation Churches: Smyrna”
Past issues of these letters (~400 so far) may be read at http://livingtheology.com/letters.htm and I encourage you to catch up with them if you have not received earlier letters.  Other writings of mine (48 articles and 30 commentaries) are at http://LivingTheology.com and I pray they will be helpful. The author is solely responsible for the content of these letters and they do not represent any particular denomination.  
As we continue our study of the churches in Revelation, we see that the exact nature of the angels is unknown since the word means messenger. They could be protective angels or they could be the elders assigned for each of the churches. The latter meaning is preferred and the image then is of Jesus as the protector and judge of the churches. The second church addressed is Smyrna:

Rev 2:8 “And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: The first and the last, who was dead, and has come to life, says this:”

Rev 2:9 'I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich), and the blasphemy by those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.

Rev 2:10 'Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to cast 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.

Rev 2:11 '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.'”

Smyrna was a major city in the area and was one of the first cities to worship the Roman emperor. Smyrna was destroyed in 580 BC and rebuilt in 290 BC. Jesus’ reference to Him being dead and now alive may have been a reference to the history of Smyrna as well as their spiritual condition. The introduction leaves no doubt that the message is from Jesus. The tense of the words implies the meaning: “he became dead and sprang to life again”. He tells the church members that He knows of their worldly condition and compares it to their spiritual condition. Their tribulation relates to their severe burdens that could crush people. He knows of their worldly poverty but contrasts it to their spiritual riches. The Greek word of poverty used here, “ptochos” means having nothing at all, so their poverty was extreme. Many think that their poverty was a result of the Jewish persecution of Christians. Since Christianity was illegal, the Jews could rob from them with no fear of being legally prosecuted. The people of the town were very wealthy so the poverty of the Christians is in stark contrast to the average citizen. Christians have often been poor because of their devotion to Jesus and the “prosperity gospel” of today is in great opposition to true discipleship.
Heb 10:32-34 “But remember the former days, when, after being enlightened, you endured a great conflict of sufferings, 33partly, by being made a public spectacle through reproaches and tribulations, and partly by becoming sharers with those who were so treated. 34For you showed sympathy to the prisoners, and accepted joyfully the seizure of your property, knowing that you have for yourselves a better possession and an abiding one.”
Jesus also knows of the work of the Jews there and even though they think that they are worshiping God, they actually are worshipping Satan. Saul was also such a false worshiper before he was born again and later called Paul. Jesus also recognized such people during His ministry on earth.  Speaking to the Pharisees, He said, 
John 8:44“You are of your father the devil, and you want to do the desires of your father. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because there is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks a lie, he speaks from his own nature; for he is a liar, and the father of lies.” 
The blasphemy of the Jews was slander that sinks deep into the heart and lasts a long time. False brethren were trying to destroy Christianity from inside the church.  In Smyrna and in Ephesus people were teaching a false gospel like the Nicolaitans. Some scholars think that the teachings of the Nicolaitans were similar to the teachings of Balaam and Jezebel as in the Ephesus church letter. The church had already endured slander and poverty and now He tells them they are about to endure even more tribulation. Those of us who have had similar arrows thrown at us know something of that type of suffering.   

All Christians are called to suffer (2 Tim 1:8; Matt 5:10-12; John 15:18-20). Polycarp was probably a member of the church of Smyrna and he may have read the letter and been encouraged by it when he died for Christ in about AD 156.  He is rumored to have been appointed by John as the Bishop of the church.  At the age of 86 Polycarp was martyred in Smyrna and hostility against Christians was so great that the Jews even cut wood for the fire on the Sabbath to burn him at the stake.  

From Rev 2:10, we know that God uses the devil and his followers to test His children and to discipline them. Here there is no indication of needed discipline so the persecution would have been for a time of testing. Even though real people will put them in prison, they are acting for the devil and so it is he who is ultimately responsible for this action. Jesus tells them that they will have this tribulation for ten days or ten periods of time, which may be a very long time of testing. He tells them to persevere for the faith even if it means they will be killed. The use of an even number as ten days does not require that we interpret that time period literally. Ten is the number for perfection or completion so the time of testing will be what is required from God’s perspective to allow His children to show their perfect devotion to Him and to give them assurance of their faith.  Since God is the source of perseverance, true children of God will endure such hard times even to death. 
The reward is a crown of life and the Greek word is “stephanos”, which means a winner’s wreath and not a crown. This same word is used for what the winners of the Games receive, and since Smyrna was famous for its Games, this was an appropriate word for John to use. The crown that the victor will receive is eternal life with Jesus. We also endure with that goal in mind. 
Jesus ends this letter in the same manner as the others except that He adds that they will not be affected by the second death.  The second death is being cast into the lake of fire that awaits the devil and all of his followers (Rev 20:14).  Those who are in Christ are secure from any future wrath from God (Rom 8:1) since all members of the true church will continue to endure tribulation and overcome false teaching by testing all teachings against the Word of God. Let us all know God’s Word so we can properly judge what we hear and read. 
