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Smyrna 
Description 

A study of Christ’s message to the su=ering church in Smyrna—a persecuted and 
impoverished church that, though crushed, is declared rich and called to fearless 
faithfulness even unto death.

 

Primary Texts 

Revelation 2:8–11 

Supporting Texts 

Genesis 50:2–3 | Exodus 30:23 | Esther 2:12 | Matthew 2:11 | Isaiah 53:5 | Mark 15:23 | John 
19:39 | Isaiah 60:6 | Daniel 1:12–15 | 2 Corinthians 8:9 | John 8:39–44 | Matthew 16:23 | 1 
John 4:18 | Romans 8:1 | 2 Corinthians 5:8 | James 1:12 | Revelation 20:14 

 

Smyrna was a prominent city in Asia Minor (modern-day Izmir), known for its loyalty to 
Rome and deep involvement in imperial cult worship, including a temple dedicated to 
Emperor Tiberius. This created an environment where allegiance to Caesar was not 
optional—it was enforced. 

The church at Smyrna faced: 

• Religious persecution through emperor worship 
• Economic exclusion through trade guilds tied to idolatry 
• Social opposition, especially from those claiming religious authority 

Their suffering was not incidental—it was systemic. 

Historically, this church is closely tied to Polycarp (the Bishop of Smyrna), a disciple of 
the Apostle John, whose martyrdom (c. 155 AD) stands as one of the clearest examples of 
faithful endurance. When commanded to deny Christ, he responded: 

“Eighty and six years have I served Him… how then can I blaspheme my King and my 
Savior?” 
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Smyrna’s identity is deeply connected to its name: 

Myrrh — The Crushed Fragrance 

“Smyrna” derives from myrrh, a bitter resin used in: 

• Burial (Genesis 50) 
• Anointing (Exodus 30) 
• Christ’s death (John 19:39) 

Myrrh releases its fragrance only when crushed. 

This becomes the interpretive key: The church at Smyrna would release its witness through 
suffering. 

Christ at the Center 

Christ identifies Himself as: 

“The first and the last, who died and came to life” (Rev. 2:8) 

This is not abstract theology—it is experiential authority over death. 

To a church facing martyrdom, Christ does not promise escape. 
He offers Himself as the One who has already passed through death and conquered it. 

This aligns perfectly with the myrrh imagery: 

• Christ was crushed → brought life 
• The Church is crushed → bears witness 

He also declares: 

“I know your tribulation… and your poverty (but you are rich)” (Rev. 2:9) 

Two key Greek terms shape this: 

• Thlipsis (tribulation) → crushing pressure 
• Ptōcheia (poverty) → absolute destitution 

They had nothing materially—yet Christ declares them rich eternally. 
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Why It Matters 

1. Faithfulness Is Proven Through Suffering 

Smyrna receives no rebuke. 

This is critical: Suffering is not a sign of failure—it may be evidence of faithfulness. 

2. There Is a Real Cost to Following Christ 

Christ says: “Do not fear what you are about to suffer…” 

This includes: 

• Imprisonment 
• Economic loss 
• Death 

The Christian life is not presented as comfort—but as costly allegiance. 

3. Fear Is Replaced by Eternal Perspective 

The command: “Do not fear” 

This is not emotional advice—it is a theological command grounded in reality: 

• No condemnation (Romans 8:1) 
• Eternal security (John 10:28) 
• Presence with Christ after death (2 Corinthians 5:8) 

Fear loses power when eternity is understood. 

The Trial: “Ten Days” 

Christ says: “You will have tribulation for ten days” 

This likely reflects: A limited, defined period of testing (cf. Daniel 1:12–15) 

The emphasis is not duration—but certainty: Your suffering is real—but it is also limited. 
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Faithful Unto Death 

“Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life” 

This is the central command. 

Faithfulness is not measured by: 

• Comfort 
• Longevity 
• Success 

But by endurance in allegiance to Christ—even to death. 

Promise to the Overcomer 

1. The Crown of Life 

A stephanos—a victor’s crown given after endurance. 

This is not salvation earned—but reward for faithfulness. 

2. Freedom from the Second Death 

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

• First death → physical 
• Second death → eternal separation from God (Rev. 20:14) 

Those who belong to Christ: 

§ May face physical death 
§ Will never face eternal death 

Personal Reflection 

• What am I unwilling to lose for Christ? 
• Do I fear suffering more than I trust God? 
• Is my faith conditioned on comfort? 
• Would I remain faithful if it cost me everything? 

 


