
St Paul’s Dorking Small Groups – Sunday 24th 2010 
Christ’s letter to the Church of SMYRNA 

Read: Revelations: 2: 8-11, Hebrews 12: 1-3, Romans 8: 28-37  
BACKGROUND TO THE CHURCH OF SMYRNA 
Smyrna located on an arm of the Aegean Sea was a rival of Ephesus. A great trading city. A city destroyed around 580 BC but completely rebuilt around 290 BC. A city 
with a renowned allegiance to Rome. It contained a magnificent auditorium for the playing of public games. The Jews had become numerous (10,000) and were very 
influential. The Church itself was probably founded by Paul himself on his 3rd missionary journey around 53-56 AD. 
 
A CHURCH UNDER TRIAL: Christ addresses the church understanding their 3 sources of tribulation:  (a) Afflictions, (b) Poverty, and (c) Imprisonment.  
a) Rev:2 v 9 “I know your afflictions". More literally it reads, “I know you’re being crushed beneath a weight.” This was a church under immense pressure and the Lord 
was not aloof and distant but coming alongside. b) Rev 2 v 9 άL ƪƴƻǿ ȅƻǳǊ ǇƻǾŜǊty.έ In contrast with much of today’s church, the early church was typically poor and 
under resourced.  The word used is absolute poverty -thus ... “I know of your destitution”. The source of their poverty is unknown –but perhaps pillage by the Jews. 
However 2 v. 9 Christ encourages his people by saying in effect, “Do not pity yourself, though you may be poor, because in reality you are rich.” -There is a richness in 
spiritual things which has nothing to do with this world’s wealth. (See also Paul in 2 Cor 2 v10 and Peter in Acts 3 v 6.) This is a challenging thought for our lives – To 
be poor, yet rich. c) Rev 2: v 10 άLƳǇǊƛǎƻƴƳŜƴǘ” There was a 3rd source of tribulation on the horizon.  For verse 10 warns of forthcoming imprisonment and 
persecution. This was again typical of the early church, as often persecution came in waves.  It was, at this time, illegal to worship any other God than Caesar, but it 
seemed that the authorities would lie low for a while, then suddenly with unexpected vigilance (often stirred up by the Jews) the Roman authorities would rise up 
against the early church, imprison and persecute right to death. Verse 10 shows us how Christ intervenes to both warn and encourage. He warns them of the 
forthcoming persecution but reassures them that this is in fact under his control (v10) “as a test”. This is no arbitrary force, but one he has allowed to test and refine.  

A CHURCH UNDER THE LORDSHIP OF THE RISEN CHRIST: Now let’s turn in more detail to the significance of Christ’s own status and his words. 
2 v 8  “These are the words of him who is the first and the last.” To the Christian these words are of great encouragement.  Christ both begins and ends everything – 
We can have confidence in the one who is the Alpha and the Omega.  It is a reassurance and an encouragement to those undergoing tribulations that the 
circumstances they have to face up to are not in fact the perversion of history but part of His story.  Christ stands alongside those in persecution and tribulation as one 
whose purposes and ultimate victory will be fulfilled.  Paul expressed it slightly differently, but with the same underlying thought in Rom 8 v 37. Secondly Christ speaks 
as “Him who died and came to life again.”  More literally, the words of “Him who became dead but came to life again”.  These words would have resonated 
particularly with the Smyrna people as they themselves lived in a city that had died.... but had risen back again to life in 580/290 BC. These are the words of the great 
overcomer.  He himself had experienced the very worst life could bring, yet he had conquered the worst and was now alive and reigning.  These words spoken from 
him who had conquered even death stand out to those who would hear as a great promise and signpost to those who would follow in His footsteps. 

A CHURCH TO BE CHALLENGED AND REWARDED 
Christ leaves his troubled people in Smyrna with a final challenge but also a picture of reward and hope 
See Rev 2: v 10 “.Ŝ ŦŀƛǘƘŦǳƭΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻƛƴǘ ƻŦ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ L ǿƛƭƭ ƎƛǾŜ ȅƻǳ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻǿƴ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦέ 
Firstly the demand to be faithful – faithful even unto death. Here Christ the conqueror of death sets out a demand to his people to be loyal, in spite of immense 
persecution. Many commentators note the significance of these words, as on the 23 Feb AD155, Polycarp a very prominent early church historian and Bishop of 
Smyrna was martyred at the time of the public games when he refused to submit to Caesar as Lord. When Polycarp entered the arena of the public games the 
Proconsul gave him the choice of cursing the name of Christ and making sacrifice to Caesar or death.  Polycarp replied “86 years have I served him and he has done me 
no wrong. How can I blaspheme my king who saved me?”  Minutes later he was burnt at the stake.  
So there was a demand to be faithful, but along with the demand was a reward – Christ will be in no man’s debt. With loyalty comes a reward – The Crown of Life.  
Literally translated this is not the Royal Crown but the Crown of Celebration, the Crown of Joy, the Crown of Victory.  Literally the Trophy awarded to those who 
succeed in the Games. Faith Forster once said “LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƘŜ /ƘǊƛǎǘƛŀƴ ƭƛŦŜΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴƛǎƘ- loyalty does not come cheaply.”  It is often noted 
that many people start the Christian life in good faith but then after time often opt out. They drift away perhaps motivated by disappointment-they have felt let down 
by Christ and/or his people, or they become drained by the pressures of this world and Christ gets crowded out or they find that the initial buzz, the initial high and 
first love has waned and what is left is all a bit mundane and unfulfilling. Faithfulness is not valued in our society much these days anyway! It is to those of us who feel 
like this that Christ speaks his words of encouragement.  Christ is not looking for heroes or achievers, but those who will be faithful and run the race, even to the end. 
Hebrews 12 sums up this call to faithfulness and perseverance despite outward circumstances. Hebrews 12 v 1-3 “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great 
cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.  Let us fix 
our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfector of our faith, who for the joy set before him endured the cross, scorning its shame and sat down at the right hand of God. 
Consider Him who endured such opposition from sinful mean, so that you will not grow weary and lose heart.” 

====================================================================================================================================== 

Questions to discuss: 

1. Icebreaker: As you think about your life, what experience can you think of that best sums up the words loyalty/faithfulness? (Perhaps 
you have worked for only one company, perhaps you have been married for 30 years, perhaps you have done something for 
ever...even though you haven’t wanted to!) 

2. Smyrna were facing 3 difficulties that Christ acknowledged-What difficulties do you think we face as a church or as individuals? 
 

3. Poor yet Rich (v 9) “¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǊƛŎƘƴŜǎǎ ƛƴ ǎǇƛǊƛǘǳŀƭ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ” How do we experience this or 
find that truth outworked in our lives? 
 

4. The words of Christ’s encouragement emanated from his status as risen Lord and his words come with empathy and authority. What 
do we understand by Christ being the “Alpha and Omega”?  - Does that give us special confidence or encouragement? 
 

5. Despite everything, the trials, and the tests the church is called to be FAITHFUL. Has being faithful gone out fashion in our society? 
 

6. Share how perhaps you have seen fellow Christians “give up” or “drift away”-why do you think this has been the case? 
 

7. What can we do to encourage one another to be faithful? Reflect on Heb 12: 1-3. What does this tell us about being faithful?  

 


