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Speaker: Phil Thengvall

Today we look at the second of eight letters fr@susd, seven of which are found in thigahd ¥ chapters of
Revelation. | would suggest you pick up a copyast lWeeks sermon if you were not here, so you eaRgstor
Mike’s excellent introduction to this important &= of messages.

Welcome to Smyrna - A Dangerous Place to be a Chtian!

Located a little over 30 miles north of Ephesus, ¢hy of Smyrna, was on the Aegean coast of modarkey.
Smyrna, known today as Izmir, is Turkey's thirdykst city. The following slides show some of theiant ruins as
well as the modern-day structures of lzmir.

In the New Testament period this city had a poputadf more than 100,000 people. A fine road gaeecess to
the interior, and its excellent natural harbor fled for a flourishing export trade. It was ondlof most
prosperous cities in Asia Minor.

We do not know when the church at Smyrna beganestris not mentioned in the book of Acts or il tHT
letters. An early tradition states that the ApoBteil visited the church on his third missionamyriey.

The church in Smyrna was a suffering church, argi¢hiter from Christ addresses their past, presamt future
afflictions, and encourages them to not be affaid to be faithful.

Persecution: a reality for the true church
Pastor Charles Swindoll said, “There are two ursgklanguages, music and suffering. One need ra#ratand
the words to understand either of these languages.”
According to the New Testament, suffering is thekntd every true Christian and every Christian afuin the
Sermon on the Mount Jesus said,

“Blessed are you when people insult you, persegpotieand falsely say all kinds of evil against yacéuse of
me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is yourdeiwdneaven, for in the same way they persecitegtophets
who were before you.”

How did the prophets fare? Was it risky to be@ppet of God?

The Example of the Prophets

Jeremiah was scourged and placed in a dungean 2032

Zechariah was stoned to death in the temple caudty 2 Chron. 24:21

Isaiah was sawn in two by Manasseh — accordidgwash tradition

Summary statements of OT believers found in Hebrew35ff

“Others were tortured and refused to be releasethat they might gain a better resurrection. Staned
jeers and flogging, while still others were chaied put in prison. They were stoned; they weresskiw two;
they were put to death by the sword. They went tilbosheepskins and goatskins, destitute, perseécute
mistreated—the world was not worthy of them. Thendered in deserts and mountains, and in cavebaes in
the ground.”

In the early days of the church the apostles filesimilar role to that of the prophets, what wdie for them?
Was being an apostle a dangerous calling?

The Testimony of the Apostles
After Paul met Christ on the road to Damascus, Aasawas told this about Paul,

“This man is my chosen instrument to carry my néefre the Gentiles and their kings and beforgtaple
of Israel. | will show him how much he must suffer my name.” Acts 9:15,16
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From his 2% letter to the church at Corinth we have this desion of what Paul had to suffer for Jesus’ name
in compared to other so-called messengers of Jesus:

“I have worked much harder, been in prison morguently, been flogged more severely, and been expius
death again and again. Five times | received ftoenJews the forty lashes minus one. Three timesslbeaten
with rods, once | was stoned, three times | wagvetdcked, | spent a night and a day in the openldeve been
constantly on the move. | have been in danger fivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from nmno
countrymen, in danger from Gentiles; in dangehmdity, in danger in the country, in danger at sea in danger
from false brothers’l have labored and toiled and have often gone witsteep; | have known hunger and thirst
and have often gone without food; | have been aalil naked.”

The Expectations of Jesus

In addition to what Jesus said in Matthew 5, onrtiglit of his betrayal and arrest he shared thegghetic
remarks with his disciples:

“If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated first. If you belonged to the world, it woulave you as its
own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, bltave chosen you out of the world. That is whywheld hates
you. Remember the words | spoke to you: ‘No serisgteater than his master.’ If they persecutedthey will
persecute you also. If they obeyed my teaching, Wik obey yours also. They will treat you this ywhaecause of
my name, for they do not know the One who sent @etih 15:18-21

What the prophets experienced, what the apostidisred, and what Jesus warned about, reinforcescéltheo
suffering” every Christian is given. Suffering tdlghe hallmark of the church today, as it washe first century
AD. Was it more risky to be a Christian in AD 75@ my surprise, records show that there were moretins
martyred in the 20century, than in the first century; In fact themher of martyrs in the $0century exceeds all
those martyred in the previous 19 centuries. Ekendh this letter was written to a persecuted esinfg, £
century church these words of Christ are applictbles today as well.

Some of you are in a dangerous place this mormiegause being a Christian in your workplace islaillty. Or
you are facing a possible lay off notice, or arespntly unemployed. Or may be a medical or findmrisis that
has you laying awake at night. Or maybe you neeshyd'No” to someone or something, but struggldnlie
courage to do so, fearing the ridicule and teaiagwill come your way. You will be able to relatethis letter
from Jesus, written to the suffering Christian&myrna, 2000 years ago. Let’s look first at....

Why did Christians suffer in Smyrna?

» Smyrna’s political alliance with Rome- Although specific causes for the persecutionnategiven, we
can speculate with some certainty. Once it camemuRdman rule the city was quick to adopt Roman
social and religious ways. In 195 BC a temple wail b the Dea Roma, a goddess that personifietidio
and Smyrna was granted the privilege of constrgdtie only temple to Emperor Tiberius. This gawe th
cult of emperor worship a strong foothold in SmyrAgleast once a year Christians were asked to bur
incense to Caesar and call him Lord, and theirsafto conform was interpreted by others as addck
patriotism and an act of treason. In addition t@erar worship Smyrna was also a mythological warshi
center, with temples to many Greek gods and goedeswxluding Apollo, Aphrodite, and Zeus.

» Opposition from Jews— there was also a large community of Jews wittncity that was antagonistic to
the Christian faith, and hostile toward individ@iristians. Smyrna was not a safe place live if weue a
Christian. You were a marked person, every movengtised, and anything suspicious was quickly
reported. Those reported were arrested, and matgdamp dying for their faith in the city of Smyrna.

Turn with me now to the letter to the Angel of tieurch of Smyrna, Rev. 2:8-11.

What did Christians suffer in Smyrna?
» Poverty —“l know... your poverty” — itis likely many of these Christians were skwe wealthy
citizens, and as such lived below the poverty leVeey may have suffered the looting and confiscati
of their property.
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If they owned businesses, pagan citizens wereodpbycott them, preferring to purchase goods andces

from those of their own kind. The word for poveused here means “extreme hardship to the poing¢iofb

beggars”, Abject poverty can be personally degigdind humiliating.
lllus: Even today it may not always pay to be ai€ttam in business, especially if material gaigasir goal.
You may have to refuse the “sweetheart deals”;s@mydno to shady business methods; you will denysgiiu
the luxury of cutting corners on work to increasefits at the client’'s expense; and sometimes ddiimgs the
Christ-honoring way, will prove more time consumiegpensive, and even painful. Choosing the path of
integrity does not necessarily guarantee succesgalth. Sometimes it means just the opposite. Whas the
case for Christians in Smyrna. But poverty wasaltiathey endured.

» Slander — “I know the slander of those who say thegre Jews”. Jews were spreading false rumors
about the Christians. Minds were being poisonee. [ate Ray Stedman did a good job summarizing
what this slander might have been like.

“Because the Christians talked about eating antkihg the body and blood of Chrishey were accused

of being cannibals. Also, because they refused to visit the pagamplesnor to acknowledge the gods of the
pagansthey were called atheists. Christians talked often about being members oramother and of loving
one another, and sbey were accused of having sexual orgies. Lies were spread about them that when they
met together it was to indulge in licentious argtigious practices. Because they refused to acladyel
Caesar as Lordhey were accused of being traitors. It is hard to bear up under slander.”

Stedman went on to say that he recalled watchirigtarview with Dr. Everett Koop, the former Surgeo
General of the United States, and also an interwétv Judge Robert Bork who in 1987 was deniedad se
on the Supreme Court. Both of these men testibdtid difficulty and pain they suffered from thediand
slander that were told about them. They were eiiifin the public press. They were accused of doing
things they had not done, and this was hard fantteebear. In addition to slander, some were being
placed in prison.

» Prison — “the devil will put some of you in prison’ In his commentary on Revelation, William
Barclay said, “In those days a Christian was agergho lived with a sword poised over his or her
head.” The early apostles, including Peter and,Ped seen the inside of many prisons, as had OT
saints, like Joseph and Daniel. But because of étiiude the cells they inhabited were turned int
sanctuaries by their praises and prayers.

Finally, the Christians at Smyrna were facing palssmartyrdom.

» Death — “Be faithful, even to death.”Death, the final threat, was the ultimate suffetimgy faced. One
of the best known Christian martyrs of all ages wastive of Smyrna. Polycarp, a devoted Christian,
served as the Bishop of the church of Smyrna, asylmave been consecrated by the apostle John
himself. He would have been alive when the letfdR@velation was written. In a letter from the attur
at Smyrna to the churches in the Christian wotld, $aid that Jews joined with pagans in requgstin
that Polycarp should be cast to the lions or bualise. The account follows:

"It was the time of the public games; the city weswded; and the crowds were excited. Suddenlglioait went
up: "Away with the atheists; let Polycarp be seadcfor.' No doubt Polycarp could have escapedalveady he
had had a dream vision in which he saw the pillomar his head burning with fire, and he had awatt¢adell his
disciples: "I must be burnt alive.'

"His whereabouts was betrayed by a slave who czdldpinder torture. They came to arrest him ....eNeh the
police captain wished to see Polycarp die. On thef fpurney to the city, he pled with the old mawhat harm is
it to say, "Caesar is Lord" and to offer sacrifesed be saved?' But Polycarp was adamant thatrfioohly Jesus
Christ was Lord.

"When he entered the arena ... [the] proconsul ganehe choice of cursing the name of Christ aradking
sacrifice to Caesar or death. "Eighty and six ybake | served Him," said Polycarp, "and He hadoe no
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wrong. How can | blaspheme my King who saved m&@'@roconsul threatened him with burning, and Rofyc
replied:

“You threaten me with the fire that burns for agjrand is quickly quenched, for you do not knowfitreethat
awaits the wicked in the judgment to come and erlagting punishment. Why are you waiting? Comeywtat
you will.'

"So the crowds came flocking with embers from tlerkghops and from the baths, and the Jews, evieouaglh

they were breaking the Sabbath law by carrying sucdens, were foremost in bringing wood for thie.firhey
were going to bind him to the stake. "Leave meas,! He said, “for He who gives me power to endhedire,

will grant me to remain in the flames unmoved ewdéthout the security you will give by the nailso $ey left

him loosely bound in the flames" (William Barclahhe Revelation of Johwol. 1 [Philadelphia: The Westminster
Press, 1976], pp. 76- 77).

Can you relate to what these early Christians éapeed? Can you relate to what our brothers anersig1 Christ
are experiencing today in Sudan, in China, andakidtan? It's hard to imagine such conditions, suetned of
Christians. Is persecution the only form which etiffg takes for a Christian? Author and pastornJeiper, says it
is not. In his book Desiring Gothere is a chapter entitled “Suffering”, andldree is worth the price of the book.
He believes that although much of the sufferingegigmced by Christians comes as a result of chgdsibe
openly Christian in risky situations, all situatgoare risky, in one way or another. If | choosbda follower of
Christ, in the way he directs, | choose all thahpacludes under His sovereign providence. Alfetig which
comes in the path of obedience is suffering witth fon Christ — whether it is due to cancer or cehfenzymes or
enemies. Our path, and our suffering, is “chosetifat is we choose to take the path of obediencrevtne
suffering occurs, and we do not murmur or compéajainst God.

We may ask as Paul did, that the suffering be replut if it is not God’s will to do so, we embesit as part of
the cost of discipleship, in the chosen path ofladrece on the way to heaven.

All incidents of suffering on this path of obedienavhether persecution, sickness, or accident, bagehing in
common: they all make us afraid, and threaten aitin fn the goodness of God, and tempt us to wakkyafrom
the path of Christian obedience. A dear Christitanfl of mine who recently suffered a great losd Yadon’t
guestion the existence of God, but | do wonder ahzucharacter.” Piper says in summary, “Therefexery
triumph of faith and all perseverance in obediesrestestimonies to the goodness of God and théopigeess of
Christ — whether the enemy is sickness, Satanpsggbotage.” It is to the character and preciessof Christ we
now turn our attention.

What does Christ bring to Suffering Christians?

» His Sovereignty — “the First and the Last”.Christ brings to those who suffer for his name his
eternality; his being both the beginning and the, ¢ime one who is from everlasting to everlasting.
the midst of the change going on in their livesshenchanging. He is the same, yesterday, today, an
forever. He is the place of security for believét.of the past, the present, and the future,erder the
control of our Lord Jesus Christ. Whatever comés aur lives is first sifted through his hands @ié.
He is sovereign, he is in control.

Illus: The site of the former Alfred P. Murrah fedkebuilding in OKC is occupied today by a largemugial.

This memorial includes a reflecting pool flankedtivp large 'doorways', one inscribed with the tiong@l, the
opposite with 9:03, the pool between representiegioment of the blast. Think of this reflectingppas your
life, or as history. Jesus knows what is betwearbath and death, but even more he encompassémaland
eternity when he says “I am the First and the Lasthing is outside the bookends, the “doorwaydiiefcare.

» His empathy, “who died and came to life”.These Christians were told that death was in tbteigs for
some of them. Christ asks them to be faithful, ewato death. Who better understands what is ingblve
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in facing death than one who has faced it, everemampced it? Who better understands suffering than
one who suffered himself?

We are told in Hebrews 2, “For this reason hetodne made like his brothers in every way, in otttiat he
might become a merciful and faithful high priessarvice to God.... Because he himself suffered wigewas
tempted, he is able to help those who are beingthi’

When we suffer we know He has been there. He utadats. He is empathetic. He will faithfully and
mercifully be with us in our suffering.

From Stedman, “I read once about a Christian whe gaang through a time of great misunderstandirdy an
attack, and he could not do much to defend him€eie day a friend of his came up and took him leyhthnd
and told him how much he sympathized with him févatvhe was going through. But, looking him in tlye,e
he said, "Remember, they have not spit in your Yate It was a reference, of course, to Jesusy Hiekspit in
his face. They smote him. They plucked the haimfios beard. They beat him on the back with rodieyT

lied about him. So Christians who endure mistreatraed misjudgment must remember that the Lord lsnow
what it is like.” Jesus is a fellow sufferer. Herlgs his empathy to us when we suffer.

» His Omniscience, “I know your afflictions....” The Greek word for “know” means “to know by
experience” not “to know by observation”. We arlgltim Hebrews that “We do not have a High Priest
who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, butvdreehas been tested in everyway we have” so he
can help us. The fact that Christ knows what hikldn are experiencing is a great source of cotnfor
His knowledge is not a distant acquaintance withaincumstance, but a close, personal understanding
of us as individuals. He knows how we feel, whatfear, what we tell no one else, even the things we
are afraid to admit to ourselves.

lllus: If you have been attending First Free favkile you may know that | work with those who are

grieving because a family member or close friensidiad. | not only bring to this situation somenal

training in bereavement care, but a personal kribydeof grief. My first wife died of cancer, so Idw by
experience what it is to lose a loved one. Manyaf do too. You also know how that enables you atkw
alongside others in a similar situation. Theredadmal, no affliction, no persecution that Jesogssinot

know through experience.

» His Perspective, “I know...your poverty, yet you arerich.” Jesus does not have the same set of
values as does the world. In the world’s eyesjrtipoverished Christians at Smyrna were total Igsers
fools, and idiots. Jesus looks not only on the nmeltpossessions a person has, but on the spiritual
condition of their heart. He reminds us that thebe are poor in what the world has, can be richaralv
God, rich in faith, rich in good deeds, and caneh@gasures stored up in heaven. The apostle Peter
wrote these encouraging words to his fellow Charstiwho were undergoing extreme poverty and
persecution,

“Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord JE$usst! In his great mercy he has given us newhbirto

a living hope through the resurrection of Jesuss€om the dead, and into an inheritance thatrearer

perish, spoil or fade—kept in heaven for you, wiimtigh faith are shielded by God’s power until the

coming of the salvation that is ready to be reweaiehe last time.”

The apostle Paul shared Christ’s perspective dersug. He said that he and his co-workers were
“sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; poor, yet makingany rich; having nothing, and yet possessing
everything.”

Christ encouraged the suffering Christians in Smymsee their eternal riches, that they were l¢iGod,
joint-heirs with him. Jesus also brings to thos@wshffer his mercy.

» His mercy, “you will suffer for ten days”. Even in times of extreme difficulty, God’s mercyndae
seen in that the suffering has an end point. Wét #oow if this was a literal ten-day period or nBut,
it does tell us that it would be brief, and it wdlile limited to a time predetermined by the Soggrei
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Lord of Eternity. God had given Satan permissioputsome of them in prison, nadll of them. A limit
is set as to the number of Christians involved, tarnithe duration of this ordeal.

No suffering can surround any Christian that wéltieyond what they can endure, because the nétoes,
and frequency are all within God’s control.

This is promised in 1 Corinthians 10:13, (from THessage) “No test or temptation that comes your iway
beyond the course of what others have had to fdtgou need to remember is that God will nevenjeti
down; he'll never let you be pushed past your limd'll always be there to help you come through it

Those who remember that God is on the throne, imddontrol of human affairs, can remain calmhie t
middle of the storms, the evils, the sorrows ofwlueld. As he did in the life of Job, or Jeremi@uqd said
to the Devil in Smyrna, “This far and no fartheWe can receive tremendous comfort from the recimgnit
that the One who loves us and is committed to usésntrol of our circumstances. We usually see th
wisdom of God'’s timing in hindsight.

Illus: Our friend Anita Bengtson had one prayex fimal six weeks of her suffering with pancreatancer,
“Please God, take me to heaven, | am ready to theywiu.” We wondered why she lingered, but when she
died the day after her youngest son’s birthdayfitred family birthday of the calendar year, it sged to make
perfect sense. We can trust God'’s timing, his cieakercy-driven. We can also trust His purposesuin
suffering.

» His Providential Care, “in prison to test you”. The suffering they would undergo was a test.
Suffering always has that quality about it: it releesomething about an individual that may not
otherwise be seen. What God wants others to segisHis character. When the trial and testing
comes, it is not because God is asleep at the winedlas a good purpose for it.

As James said, “Consider it pure joy, my brothetsenever you face trials of many kinds, because you
know that the testing of your faith develops peesance. Perseverance must finish its work so that y
may be mature and complete, not lacking anythifly3-4)

What Satan means for our harm, God turns into oadgwhether in this life or the next. The Christian
Smyrna were tested, not so God could see whatdbh#lg endure, since God already knew their hearts.
The test was given so they could see what God heady done, to see how much they had grown, tassho
them how much they had truly learned to rely ongtreece and strength of God. They would see that “Hi
grace was sufficient” for them, as it had beenHaul.

Satan tempts us in order to destroy; our Fathkleiaven tests us in order to refine.

John Stott said, “We need then to |dmdyond the trial to the purpose, beyond the pain of the chastening to
its profit.” Then we can say what Joseph said to his brattéaai intended to harm me, but God intended
it for good, to accomplish what is now being dahe, saving of many lives.” (Gen. 50:20)

» His Generosity, “I will give you the crown of life”. Christ promised to give a rich reward to the
Christians at Smyrna, and to all who are faithfmbtigh times of suffering. He said,

“Be faithful, even to the point of death, and llwgive you the crown of life,... He who overcomedIiwaot
be hurt at all by the second death.” (vs. 10, Ihy®a was famous for its arena and its Olympic type
games, so they would not have had difficulty imagirthe Christian life as a race, a contest, incivlihe
victor would receive a wreath or garland. The naoeld be fast-paced, hard-going, involving sweat an
pain. But at the end of the race would stand Chhistsupreme victor, who is the first and the laat in
his hand the crown of life which every conqueromigoreceive. This crown is not eternal life, bug th
fullness of that life. In Smyrna each year a fewihaf administrators, council members, rulers, amnests
received a crown of leaves for their faithfulnesshteir civic and religious duties. In the wordsRaful,
“They do it to get a crown that will not last; bué do it to get a crown that will last forever.” thing the
world gives to honor its heroes, whether athlatigic, or military, compares to what Christ prongge his
faithful children. “I will give you the crown of If&.”
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What does Christ say to Christians in 2006 Buffering is the hallmark of the authentic churghd the
faithful Christian. Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the Luttaer pastor who was hanged by direct order of Himmléne
Flossenburg concentration camp in Germany on Aprl945, just days before the camp was liberateoktey
“Suffering then is the badge of the true Christiine disciple is not above his master.... Luthekoeed
suffering among the marks of the true church.... Plsship means allegiance to the suffering Chast it is
therefore not at all surprising that Christiansugtidoe called upon to suffer...Tkie Cost of Discipleship).

Down through the centuries this has proved to b, tand today Christians are suffering for thdathfan
Sudan, Myanmar, China, Pakistan, and other plabesenit is dangerous to be a Christian. What ddesCsay to
them, and to us today? He has not changed his gess& the same as that which he gave to thevssk in
Smyrna.

» “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer.”This is literally “Stop being afraid”. Christ, whamew
there was fear in their hearts as they receivedi¢iier, spoke to their fear with words of peaoce assurance.
Of all the commands of Scripture, this is the ameéntd most often.

The same Christ who spoke this 2000 years agokspeday. “Stop being afraid! You can count on purpose,

my empathy, my knowledge, my perspective, my mamgycare, and my generosity. As | was with yourtiees

and sisters in Smyrna, | will be with you.”

Can you stop being afraid about the upcoming laaio#vork, the test results from the Dr., the méumbills and
diminishing income, the courage to take a “riskignsl as you walk in the path obedience to Jesusx#n, with
his help. Christ brings himself to your need, yan trust him.

» “Be faithful, even to the point of death” Fear can lead to faith. David said, “When | amidfrawill trust (put
my faith) in you. In God I trust, | will not be @iid. What can mortal man do to me?” (Psa. 56:3¢4h€
synagogue official who heard his daughter had Hefdre Jesus could come to heal her, Jesus saida6éDbe
afraid any longer, only believe.” (Mark 5:36) Itfrem faith that faithfulness springs. If we hawdtli in Christ,
we will remain faithful, even unto death. Is Chmgtrthy of our trust when we suffer? The answex is
resounding “Yes!” He is worthy of our implicit truand faith because of who he is and what he . Hi
purpose, empathy, knowledge, perspective, mercg, ead generosity prove he is worthy of all outhfand
trust.

How will you step out in faith and remain faithtihis week? With Christ’'s help you can turn your wyadnto a

prayer and exercise faith rather than give in to.f&editating on Psalm 23 is a wonderful way tolaee worry

with faith. “The Lord is my shepherd; he suppliisvay needs....”

We also know the best is yet to come. It has nbbgen revealed what the Father will give to thoke
remain faithful. As God raised Jesus from the grawvene have a living hope that he will raise wsrfithe
grave to live eternally with Him. The suffering tiaul chose, that the prophets chose, that Jeésge cthat
the Christians in Smyrna chose would have beenlyf®olish and pitiable if there were no resurrentinto
the joyful and blessed presence of Christ. Butesthere is, we must remain faithful, as they digkreto the
point of death.



