Revelation - Lesson 23 - 2:9-10
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Fill in the blanks as we study the lesson.
1. The second of the messages to the seven churches was sent to Smyrna. The name of that city means “bitter”. The pastor of that church was Polycarp, who had been trained by the apostle John. Polycarp became one of the most important Christian leaders of the second century. Jesus identifies Himself to the church as “the first and the last, which was dead, and is alive”. The church at Smyrna was experiencing bitter persecution, and they needed to know that Jesus was eternal, and that He could bring victory, even through death.
2. Verse 9 - Jesus tells them the same thing He would say to each of the churches; “I know thy works.” He knows when we do good, and He appreciates it. He knows when we fail, and He is disappointed. He knows when we are having problems, and He cares, and He helps. The first of their problems that He mentions is tribulation. This church was a persecuted church. Life was very difficult and bitter for them. This is not surprising, since Jesus Himself was persecuted and killed by the powers of this world. He taught us to expect the same kind of treatment. (Jn. 15:18-20, 16:33) The people in the church at Smyrna reminded the world of Jesus, and the world persecuted and killed them, in the same way that they persecuted and killed Jesus.

3. Jesus said that the people of the church in Smyrna lived in poverty. They were very poor, but we must not assume that they were people of low character who did not want to work. The persecution was certainly one of the reasons for their poverty, but it is likely that many of them were poor people even before they became Christians. Throughout history, and all over the world, poor people have been more likely to listen to the Gospel and accept Christ’s offer of salvation. Jesus, quoting a verse from the prophet Isaiah, said that He preached the Gospel to the poor. (Lk. 4:18) He said that the poor who believed in Him were blessed, for the Kingdom of God is theirs. (Lk. 6:20) The apostle Paul commended the churches of Macedonia, who were in deep poverty, but were willing to give of what they had. (2Cor. 8:1-2) Jesus became poor, that we might be rich in Him. (2Cor. 8:9) James says that God has chosen to save the poor, who are rich in faith. (James 2:5) God is just as willing to save rich people, but usually rich people find it harder to admit their need of salvation. (Mk. 10:24-25)
4. Although the church of Smyrna was very poor, Jesus told them that they were rich. This is a great reminder that we have a wealth of spiritual riches in Christ, even if we don’t have much of this world’s goods. Just to know Him is a precious treasure. In addition, we have life, health, forgiveness of sins, brothers and sisters in Christ, the Holy Spirit, and the promise of eternal life and rewards in Heaven. The Bible warns those who are rich in this world not to trust in riches, but to be rich in good works. (1Tim. 6:17-19) As we serve God on earth, we are laying up treasures for ourselves in heaven, and they will never lose their value, or be stolen from us. (Mt. 6:20) It is certainly better to be poor in this world, and rich in the next world, than to be rich here, and poor there. (Rom. 8:18)
5. “I know the blasphemy of them which say they are Jews.” The Jewish population of Smyrna was especially hostile to the Christians. They tried to convince the Christians to become Jews, and to follow all the Jewish rituals, but the Christians stood firm on the simple doctrine of Salvation by grace, and not of works. The Jews spoke many bitter and unkind words against the believers. Jesus considered this to be blasphemy, because they were speaking against God’s work and God’s people. Jesus said that if you do anything to a Christian, whether good or bad, He considers that you have done it to Him. (Mt. 25:40) History tells us that the Jews of Smyrna violently attacked the Christians, and tried to get the Romans to persecute them. Jewish mobs demanded that they be put to death, and when the Christians were sentenced to die, the Jews would gather the wood to burn them. After the martyrs died, the Jews urged the authorities to not allow the other Christians to bury the bodies.
6. They “say they are Jews, and are not, but are the synagogue of Satan.” Even though they were sons of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Jesus said that they were not worthy to be called Jews. They were not true followers of God. Nobody has a relationship with God just because they were born into a good family. Each individual has to come to God by himself. These religious and zealous Hebrews did not know the God of their fathers. Their real father was Satan, and their synagogue was really the synagogue of Satan. Jesus had the same trouble with the religious Jews of His day. He told them that their father was the Devil. (Jn. 8:37-38, 42-44)
7. Verse 10 - “Fear none of those things which thou shalt suffer.” Jesus did not tell them that they would not suffer. Instead, He guaranteed that they certainly would suffer. Still, He told them not to fear. We have studied in previous lessons how Jesus often told His disciples, “Fear not.” If He is with us, we do not need to fear. The Bible says, “Fear God”, so we should realize that we are dealing with Almighty God, and we should be afraid to sin against Him. Still, He loves us, and we do not need to be afraid of anything that happens if we are following Him.
8. “Behold, the devil shall cast some of you into prison.” Although human hands put these faithful believers into prison, they were doing the work of Satan. Jesus told the church to expect that some of them would go to jail. They were not criminals. They were faithful to the truth, even if it meant they would lose their liberty. They were a good example to us. We should do right, and stand for the truth, even if there are unpleasant consequences.
9. “That ye may be tried”. These persecutions were a test of their faith. The whole world could see that their faith was genuine, because they were willing to endure suffering and death for Jesus’ sake. Their pure testimony in thоse dark days was a powerful witness to the lost world. Many unsaved people saw that God was real, when He gave the martyrs the strength to stay faithful. Christianity proved that it was far superior to any other faith. Many who saw them suffer believed in their God.
10. “Ye shall have tribulation ten days”. There has been much speculation among Bible teachers about the meaning of “ten days”. Some say it means ten literal days of horrible persecution. Some suggest that it might really mean ten years of trouble. Others say that it means ten different persecutions at different times. Whatever it means, we can be sure that the time of persecution was limited. No matter how bad it was, it did not last forever. This is good for us to remember when we are having difficult times. Sooner or later, the trouble will be over, and we will know victory in Jesus. The wrong shall fail, and the right will prevail. If you read the last chapter of the book, you will find out that we will win!

