
Revelation 2:8-11 

 

The Suffering Church 

 

 

 

 In Acts 5, Peter and John had been taken prisoner for teaching about 

Jesus Christ. At the end of the chapter we are told that Peter and John had 

been beaten and whipped as a punishment. But then in verse 41 we read this 

about the apostles, 

 

So they departed from the presence of the council,  

rejoicing that they were counted worthy to suffer  

shame for His name.  

 

 They suffered more than shame, having been whipped they were in 

physical pain. Yet Peter and John rejoiced that they were worthy to suffer for 

Jesus Christ. That sounds odd to us doesn’t it? We don’t like to think like this, at 

least not in America where the name it and claim it prosperity gospel is 

preached. A lot of Christian teaching centers on how faithful Christians should 

prosper and never have any troubles. 

 

 I’m all for not having troubles. And I don’t think there is anything wrong 

with prosperity. But Jesus tells us that in this life the wise man better take heed to 

what the Lord says and build his life on the rock, because the rains will descend 

and the floods will come and the winds will blow!1 

 

 Now, of course there is nothing good about suffering in and of itself. Just 

as failure is sometimes just failure, suffering is simply destructive and should be 

ended as soon as possible. But at other times suffering whether physically, 

mentally and spiritually can teach us something or accomplish a goal. It can 

take us outside of ourselves and our concerns and help us better understand 

and care for others. 

 

 It also gives us a more true understanding of our own limitations and we 

learn to lean hard on God. And yes, at times, suffering can be noble as it builds 

inner strength and faith. Romans 5: 3, 4 declares,  

 

we also glory in tribulations, knowing that tribulation  

produces perseverance; 4 and perseverance, character;  

and character, hope. 
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 We saw last Sunday that the church at Ephesus lost its priority to love. 

Today we will see that the church at Smyrna was about to lose its hope and 

courage, because of what they suffered.  

 

And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write, 

‘These things says the First and the Last, who was dead,  

and came to life: 

(Revelation 2:8) 

 

 Smyrna was about 35 miles north of Ephesus. It is now the modern day city 

of Izmir in Turkey. The name “Smyrna” comes from the Greek word for Myrrh. 

Myrrh is a fragrant spice that was often used for embalming the dead. The Wise 

Men brought gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh to the baby Jesus. It is 

interesting the myrrh leaves had to be crushed in order for them to release their 

fragrance. At times it is only the great pressures of life that reveal our character 

and hope.  

 

Smyrna was also the most splendid of the seven cities mentioned in 

Revelation. It prided itself on its love for Rome and the emperor. And on top of 

the highest hill overlooking the town there were a number of pagan temples 

lined in a circle making the town look like it was wearing a crown. 

 

The church there was severally persecuted and would soon face matters 

of life and death. It is a blessed truth to realize that Jesus Christ identifies himself 

as “the First and the Last, who was dead and came to life.” He is the one who 

has the keys to the grave and death. 

 

These things says the First and the Last, who was dead,  

and came to life: 9 “I know your works, tribulation, and  

poverty (but you are rich); and I know the blasphemy  

of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are  

a synagogue of Satan.  

 (Revelation 2:8, 9) 

 

 Here is our Lord’s assessment of the church at Smyrna. The church worked 

hard. They believed God’s Word and obeyed it. They were faithful and loyal to 

God and to Jesus Christ. But instead of lives full of peace they faced tribulation. 

And instead of prosperity they were poor. He also said they were “rich” and 

we’ll come back to that point in a moment.  

 

 The Lord said, “I know your works, tribulation and poverty.” Jesus knows all 

about life. He knows its beauty and sweetness. And he knows its evil and 

barbaric cruelty. And he knows all about your personal suffering and hurts and 



also your faithfulness. And he stands ready to strengthen us for all that we go 

through. And he will reward us for our loyal lives.  

 

The church at Smyrna lived in the tension between the nurturing, loving 

fellowship of the family of God and the hostile world around them. The world 

around them condemned them as enemies of Rome, because they would not 

worship Caesar. Christians have suffered for their faith many times, even up to 

this very day. But why? Our Lord Jesus taught on this topic a number of times, 

but let’s look at one example.  

 

If the world hates you, you know that it hated Me  

before it hated you. 19 If you were of the world, the  

world would love its own. Yet because you are not  

of the world, but I chose you out of the world,  

therefore the world hates you. 

 

 20 Remember the word that I said to you, ‘A servant  

is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted Me,  

they will also persecute you. If they kept My word,  

they will keep yours also. 21 But all these things they will  

do to you for My name’s sake, because they do not  

know Him who sent Me. 

(John 15:18-21) 

 

 Nothing provokes the world’s hostility more than the good news of Jesus 

Christ. The world hates the holiness of God. They hate the Bible’s morals and 

values. It hates the fact that you cannot really understand the good news until 

you see the horridness of sin—your own sin. The world hates being told that we 

need a Savior. And if you take a stand on the Word of God at some point you 

are going to take flack. This is a promise of Scripture. Here is what we are told in 

Philippians. 

 

Only let your conduct be worthy of the gospel of Christ,  

so that whether I come and see you or am absent, I  

may hear of your affairs, that you stand fast in one spirit,  

with one mind striving together for the faith of the gospel,  
28 and not in any way terrified by your adversaries, which  

is to them a proof of perdition, but to you of salvation,  

and that from God. 29 For to you it has been granted on  

behalf of Christ, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer  

for His sake 

(Philippians 1:27-29) 

 



 Think about this for a moment It has been granted to us to suffer for the 

person of Jesus Christ! When was the last time a Bible conference or special 

event, was centered on this theme or verse? The Greek verb translated 

“granted” is from the noun for the word “grace.” Therefore a believer’s suffering 

on behalf of Christ is a gift of grace. 

 

 Now, suffering in and of itself is not virtuous, nor is it a sign of holiness. What 

matters is why we are facing persecution or enduring some painful situation. 

Ecclesiastes 7:14 states,  

 

In the day of prosperity be joyful, 

But in the day of adversity consider: 

Surely God has appointed the one as well as the other 

 

 Here are some questions to ask as we “consider” the day of adversity. 

How am I responding to this problem? How should I respond? Am I learning from 

this time of trouble or sorrow? Does my response demonstrate faith, hope, love 

for God and others? Am I learning to think and behave like Christ? The apostle 

Peter tells us why we sometimes face difficulties. 

 

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus  

Christ, who according to His abundant mercy has  

begotten us again to a living hope through the  

resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 to an  

inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that  

does not fade away, reserved in heaven for you,  
5 who are kept by the power of God through faith  

for salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. 

  
6 In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while,  

if need be, you have been grieved by various trials,  
7 that [“that” this is the purpose word] the genuineness  

of your faith, being much more precious than gold that  

perishes, though it is tested by fire, may be found to praise,  

honor, and glory at the revelation of Jesus Christ 

(1 Peter 1:3-7) [my insertion in bold] 

 

 Sometimes “if need be” we will be distressed and grieved by trials. But this 

is only so that we may see the genuineness of our faith. Peter continues this 

theme in chapter 4. 

 

Beloved, do not think it strange concerning the fiery  

trial which is to try you, as though some strange thing  

happened to you; 13 but rejoice to the extent that  



you partake of Christ’s sufferings, that when His glory  

is revealed, you may also be glad with exceeding joy.  
14 If you are reproached for the name of Christ, blessed  

are you, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you.  

 

On their part He is blasphemed, but on your part He is  

glorified. 15 But let none of you suffer as a murderer, a  

thief, an evildoer, or as a busybody in other people’s  

matters. 16 Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him  

not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in this matter. 

 
17 For the time has come for judgment to begin at the  

house of God; and if it begins with us first, what will be  

the end of those who do not obey the gospel of God?  
18 Now “If the righteous one is scarcely saved, 

Where will the ungodly and the sinner appear?” 

 
19 Therefore let those who suffer according to the will of  

God commit their souls to Him in doing good, as to a  

faithful Creator. 

(1 Peter 4:12-19) 

 

 Let’s not go looking for trouble. And let’s not suffer because we have 

really done something wrong. But if you suffer for righteousness sake, then here is 

how we should think. First, expect it; don’t think it is strange that as you stand for 

Christ you face opposition. Secondly, rejoice in it; that is the hard part isn’t it? But 

rejoice, not because you are going through some trial, but because if you are 

suffering for Christ’s sake, then you must be a child of God with the Spirit of God.  

 

 Thirdly, evaluate the cause of your suffering. If you’ve done something 

wrong, well then you reap what you sow. Change your behavior. And fourthly, if 

you are suffering for righteousness sake, then commit your life to God and trust 

Him. 

 

 Back in Revelation, Jesus said that he knew all about the troubles of the 

believers at Smyrna. He knows all about our trials and the grief we may bear. 

There is an old spiritual song that says,  

 

Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen, 

Nobody knows but Jesus. 

 

He knows and understands, because he has suffered too. And he is always with 

us and he will help us, because he loves us 

 



I know your works, tribulation, and poverty (but you  

are rich); 

(Revelation 1:9) 

 

 Here is one of the great paradoxes of Scripture. You may be poor, but you 

are incredibly rich. Smyrna was an exceedingly prosperous city. So the believer’s 

poverty was not the result of a bad economy. It must have been caused by the 

persecution. Perhaps they were subject to vandalism. Perhaps their property 

was seized by the government. Perhaps they lost jobs or couldn’t get jobs 

because of their stand for Christ. Believing God does not always lead to 

prosperity. But what does it matter if you have all the wealth of this life and none 

in the next? Romans 8:18 declares, “For I consider that the sufferings of this 

present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be  

revealed in us.” 

 

I know your works, tribulation, and poverty (but you are  

rich); and I know the blasphemy of those who say they  

are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.  

(Revelation 2:9) 

 

 To our modern ears this sounds extremely politically incorrect and anti-

Semitic. But it is not anti-Semitic, because Jesus was Jewish, as were the early 

disciples and also John who write Revelation. But from the context there was 

obviously a smear campaign that began with the Jewish synagogue. This is what 

may have led to the tribulation and poverty.  

 

 Most likely Jesus Christ was maligned as a mere crucified criminal as well 

as a bastard child. Historical records tell us that because Christians celebrated 

communion and spoke of sharing in Christ’s body and blood they were accused 

of being cannibals. Since they met together in homes for worship and spoke of 

loving one another and being members of one another they were accused of 

sexual immorality. Since they refused to worship the pagan gods or the Roman 

Emperor they were called atheists and infidels and unpatriotic. 

 

 Christ said all of this blasphemy came from false Jews. In other words it 

came from people who were physical descendants of Abraham, but who 

lacked the true faith of Abraham. Therefore they were a synagogue of Satan, 

because they were acting just as Satan Acts. He is a liar, an accuser and a 

murderer.2 

 

 What did Jesus say about all of this persecution and suffering and 

poverty? Did he say, “Hey relax, its vacation time! I know you have been 
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stressed and need some ‘me’ time.” No. he told suffering and hurting people 

that the spiritual battle is not over. 

 

Do not fear any of those things which you are about  

to suffer. Indeed, the devil is about to throw 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. 

(Revelation 2:19) 

 

 Christ encourages these battle weary believers to stand firm even in the 

face of more suffering. He said be faithful and do not be afraid. How do you do 

that? Psalm 56, 3, 4 says, 

 

Whenever I am afraid, 

I will trust in You. 
4 In God (I will praise His word), 

In God I have put my trust; 

I will not fear. 

What can flesh do to me? 

 

 Though this persecution is by the hands of men, the devil is really behind it. 

Behind every occurrence of evil we must recognize that it is a spiritual battle. 

Sand old hymn put it this way,  

 

For still our ancient foe, does seek to work us woe: 

His craft and power are great… 

 

Did we in our own strength confide, our striving would be losing, 

Were not the right man on our side, the Man of God’s own 

choosing.” 

 

 This coming tribulation, says Christ, will last ten days. Some people think a 

literal ten days are meant. Some people think it suggests a short time. Whatever 

it may mean, it means there is a limit to what we must endure. Let’s read 1 

Corinthians 10. 

 

No temptation has overtaken you except such as is  

common to man; but God is faithful, who will not allow  

you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but 

with the temptation will also make the way of escape,  

that you may be able to bear it. 14 Therefore, my  

beloved, flee from idolatry.  

(1 Corinthians 10:13, 14) 



 

 The things we may go through are the trials stemming from a sinful, fallen 

world. And of God allows us to go through the fire, it is only because He is 

refining us as silver.3 Therefore flee idolatry; draw close to God and He will draw 

close to you. I am reminded of a great promise in 2 Corinthians 4. 

 

Therefore we do not lose heart. Even though our  

outward man is perishing, yet the inward man is being  

renewed day by day. 17 For our light affliction, which is  

but for a moment, is working for us a far more exceeding  

and eternal weight of glory, 18 while we do not look at  

the things which are seen, but at the things which are not  

seen. For the things which are seen are temporary, but  

the things which are not seen are eternal. 

(2 Corinthians 4:16-18) 

 

 At times we may seem to be the poor nobodies of this world. But we are 

indeed the heirs of God and we are incredibly rich.4 Finally,  

 

Do not fear any of those things which you are about  

to suffer. Indeed, the devil is about to throw 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. 

 
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.”’ 

(Revelation 2:10, 11) 

 

 James 1:12 proclaims “Blessed is the man who endures temptation; for 

when he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord 

has promised to those who love Him.” When you love God and the Lord Jesus 

Christ you will receive the strength to endure.  

 

And it seems at the first reading of verse 11 that some believers may not 

endure and lose everlasting life. This is simply not the case. The full context of the 

Bible does not support that idea. The heart of the New Covenant promised in 

Ezekiel 36 and Jeremiah 31 is that God will put His Spirit and His law in our hearts 

so that we remain faithful. Philippians 1:6 promises that God “who began a 
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good work in you will complete it until the Day of Christ.” And 2 Timothy 2:19 

clearly states “The Lord knows those who are His.” 

 

True believers will remain faithful and will never face the second death. 

What is the second death? It is the last, final, permanent death that faces all 

those who refuse the grace of God. It means that one will perish forever and 

cease to exist after being consumed in the lake of fire.5 Just as the gift of 

everlasting life is a deeper, fuller, forever life, so the second death is a deeper, 

fuller forever death after God’s judgment, from which there is no release. 

 

Suffering is not easy. But the kingdom of God is coming. All of nature will 

be renewed and we will live forever in the Paradise of God. Let us resolve to be 

faithful and not fearful—even unto death. Jesus Christ is the First and the Last, 

who was dead and came to life. He knows our trials and he knows our hearts. 
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