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FCCOE; 6/29/14; Revelation 2:8-11; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 
 

“Smyrna: Faithfulness in the Midst of Affliction” 
 

Introduction: Talk to any missionary who serves in the Middle East and they will tell you of the 
difficult time converts to Christianity can have when their family and friends find out about their 
change of allegiance to Jesus. Just last Sunday morning, I read in the NYT about a recent convert 
named Josef who had to flee his family in Pakistan and is now hiding out in Afghanistan. 
However, even though Afghan law protects freedom of religion, the reality is that there, and in 
many other Muslim countries, renouncing Islam is a capital offense. So, Josef’s brother-in-law 
recently arrived in Kabul, leaving his own family and business in Pakistan to hunt down his 
apostate relative and kill him. To that end, he even offered a NYT reporter $20,000 to tell him 
where Josef was hiding. To the reporter this brother-in-law also declared: “If I find [Josef], once 
we are done with him, I will kill his son as well, because his son is a bastard,” referring to Josef’s 
3-year-old child. “He is not from a Muslim father.” To date, Josef has been on the run, and in 
hiding, for a year. [NYT, 6/22/14, p. A5] 
 
Shift to China, where last month, Chinese officials ordered that a church, which had a 180-foot 
spire with a cross on top, be torn down. Since March, at least a dozen other churches across 
Zhejiang Province have either been told to remove their crosses, or their church will be 
demolished. This marks a significant escalation of the desire of the Communist Party to counter 
the influence of Christianity, now China’s fastest-growing religion. The government declares that 
the churches have violated zoning restrictions. But a policy statement reveals that regulating 
“excessive religious sites” by removing or tearing down crosses is the real aim, as the Party seeks 
to maintain control of political and social life. 
 
Shift once more, this time to Brunswick, ME, where Bowdoin College officials recently removed 
campus status for the Bowdoin Christian Fellowship because of the fellowship’s desire to have 
Christians as leaders of their group. Apparently, to be unwilling to have non-Christians as leaders 
of a Christian group is considered to be in violation of the school’s anti-discrimination policy. 
Similar decisions have been made by several college administrations across the country, 
including, closer to home, Tufts University in Medford. 
 
The point is, living the Christian life, no matter where you live, can be difficult, and even fatal. 
How do we remain faithful in the midst of such pressure and affliction? The words of the risen 
and glorified Jesus to the ancient church in Smyrna may has much to teach us here. Remember 
that we’re looking this summer at the opening chapters in the NT letter that is Revelation, which 
begins with seven messages to the churches in Asia Minor, or modern day Turkey. God gave 
John their bishop, a vision that he was to pass on which was intended to help them maintain a 
faithful Christian witness in the midst of opposition, as well as the seduction of idolatry. This 
particular congregation in Smyrna faced opposition that Jesus warned them might even lead to 
death. What did he have to say that could help them remain faithful? Let’s first look at the 
pressure they faced, and then at the way Jesus sought to nurture their faith. 
 
I. A Congregation Under Pressure  
 A. The word that Jesus uses for “affliction” here is a word the New Testament uses to 
describe, not simply the normal frustrations we experience because we live in a broken world, but 
to describe the clashing of two kingdoms. Sometimes the translation “tribulation” is used. It 
describes what happens when the kingdom of God meets the kingdom of this world, when 
injustice meets justice, when pride meets the call to repentance, when communism or capitalism 
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or secularism meets Christianity, when sin becomes exposed and idols unmasked. There are two 
visible components to the affliction the congregation at Smyrna faced. 
 
1. The first was poverty. This was likely because of the city’s fierce loyalty to all things Roman 
and the Christian refusal to bow down to and worship the Roman emperor as a god. So, although 
Smyrna was a very prosperous area, Christians who refused to take part in emperor worship 
would have found it difficult to make a living. They would have been ostracized: their businesses 
boycotted, their possessions confiscated, and their homes ransacked. 
 
2. The second visible component to their affliction was slander, or a fierce opposition and 
hostility toward these Christians from a segment of the Jewish community. It came from, as Jesus 
put it, “those who say that they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.” Talk about a 
politically incorrect statement! What’s this all about? Remember that the first Christians were all 
Jews, those who had come to realize that Jesus was indeed the Messiah. In that sense, the arrival 
of Jesus was really a fulfillment of all that had been promised in the OT. So Paul can write in his 
letter to the Christians in Rome, for instance, that a true Jew is not one identified by circumcision 
of the foreskin, or an outward, national marker, but circumcision of the heart, representing an 
inward, spiritual trust in God and his Son (Rom. 2:28-29). Thus, the children of Abraham are not 
his physical, Israelite family by birth, but his worldwide spiritual family by faith. It’s why we as 
Christians call Abraham the Father of our faith. In this sense then, those who were “not really 
Jews” in Smyrna, those who were not a part of this spiritual family of Abraham through faith in 
Christ, were making trouble for those who had come to Christ. Most likely, they were informing 
on them to the Roman authorities for not bowing down to the emperor.  
 
 B. As you can imagine, when the kingdom of God began to rub up against the kingdom 
of this world in this way, it made life extremely difficult for Christians in Smyrna, much like it 
does from Afghanistan to China, or from Maine to Massachusetts. Moreover, behind both of the 
visible components of affliction is an invisible, spiritual reality: that the forces of evil, led by 
Satan, known as the “accuser,” and later in Revelation, the Dragon, were at work. In fact, in 
chapters 12-14 of Revelation we’ll meet the two beasts, or henchmen of the Dragon, who is 
fighting against the Lamb. As Revelation unveils what is going on in the spiritual dimension of 
reality, these beasts represent the political and religious systems that lash out against the 
followers of the Lamb, as the Christians in Smyrna were experiencing. Because the Dragon can’t 
get to the Lamb, because the Lamb mortally wounded him on the cross, he goes after the Lamb’s 
people. As Paul puts it to the church in Ephesus, our struggle is not primarily against flesh and 
blood but against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places (Eph. 6:12).          
 

C. Important to note in all of this is that the affliction experienced by the church in 
Smyrna didn’t happen because they were doing anything wrong; Jesus has no words of correction 
for them. It is simply the case that affliction is what happens when we are following Jesus rightly! 
There is no way around it. To follow Jesus into the world is to rub up against tribulation, in some 
way, shape, or form. So what do we need for this challenging journey? What does Jesus provide 
to nurture our faith, so that we might remain faithful and courageous in the midst of affliction?  
 
II. Nurturing a Courageous Faith   
 A. First, he calls us to rest solidly on the rock of his sovereignty. Jesus reveals this to 
Smyrna primarily in two ways.  
 
1. First, he identifies himself to them at the outset as the “first and the last.” It describes him as 
the one in control of both past and future, as the eternal one, as the one who is the divine 
sovereign over history and who brackets reality. Nothing, even affliction, is outside of his rule.  
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2. This is affirmed, secondly, through his statement that the affliction instigated by the devil, 
throwing some of them into prison, will only last ten days. Since numbers are highly symbolic in 
Revelation, what is likely being described here is an intense, but limited, period. It probably is an 
allusion to Daniel (1:12-15), associating the trial of the church with the experience of Daniel and 
his three friends. The four went through a period of testing, not eating the king’s food, nor 
compromising with the king’s religion. They came through this ten day test looking healthier than 
the king’s young men. So, too, does a time of affliction bring testing upon us but Jesus is in 
control of even that and often uses such testing to strengthen us. 
 
 B. Second, to remain faithful in the midst of affliction, we need to rest solidly not only on 
the rock of his sovereignty but also on the rock of his resurrection. To that end, Jesus identifies 
himself as “the one who was dead and came to life.” Interestingly, the city of Smyrna died in 600 
B.C., destroyed by foreign invaders, but was rebuilt in 290 B.C. by a successor of Alexander the 
Great. A suffering church like Smyrna needed assurance that even if its affliction lead to death, 
that death would not be the end. So Jesus begins his message to them by declaring that their 
ultimate future is secured by his very own resurrection, and he ends it by promising that, if they 
remain faithful, they will not be harmed by the second death but receive the victor’s crown of life. 
What is this second death? The first death is one we all will experience; it is our physical death. 
The second death is what happens when Jesus returns in final judgment, and refers to a spiritual 
death or eternal expulsion from God’s presence. However, those who remain loyal to him will not 
die this second death; they will enter into eternal, new creation life. Using the image proclaimed 
by Jesus that we need to be born again to inherit the kingdom of God, that we all need a spiritual 
rebirth through trust in Jesus, one African American pastor from Los Angeles proclaims, “Those 
who are born only once will die twice; those who are born twice will only die once!” 
 
So the rock that is the sovereignty of Jesus, as well as his resurrection, provides the ground for 
maintaining our faithfulness in the midst of affliction. This is true whether running from the 
Romans in ancient Smyrna or from hostile relatives and religious zealots in the modern Middle 
East, it is true whether we are watching our church being demolished in a province of China or 
our Christian fellowship being diminished by a secular college in the U.S.A.  
 
Importantly, we need to have such a theological and historical perspective. It’s the perspective 
with which theologian David Wells begins his book, Above All Earthly Pow’rs (which is a line 
taken from that great hymn, A Mighty Fortress Is Our God). Reflecting on our modern day 
challenges, Wells observes:  
 

…the history of the church shows that in every generation there are cultural challenges . . 
. and yet generation after generation the Church has joyfully proclaimed the greatness of 
Christ and his humility in assuming our flesh, taking upon him our sin as if it were his 
own, and in conquering that sin also conquering both its consequence of death and the 
devil. The looming threats of aggressive religions, of hostile government powers, of 
tribes and nations bound in their opposition to Christ, are no match for the power of God 
made known in the gospel. Even in moments of persecution, this greatness of Christ has 
still been proclaimed (p. 11). 

 
So we close this morning by returning to Josef, hiding, as of last Sunday, in a dank basement on 
the outskirts of Kabul. Reverting to Islam is not an option for him. Reflecting on his spiritual 
journey, in which he ultimately came to faith in Christ through contact with missionaries in a 
refugee camp in Germany, and then the ministry of a Farsi speaking Protestant church in 
Hanover, he explains: “I inherited my [Islamic] faith, but I saw so many things that made me 
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discard my religious beliefs. Even if I get killed, I won’t convert back…When I threw away my 
Islamic beliefs, I was living in a space of spiritual emptiness. . . During that time I was studying 
different religions – Buddhism, Hinduism, and Christianity. I think I was impressed by the 
personality of Jesus himself. The fact that he came here to take all of our sins, that moved me . . . 
When I threw away my [old] convictions, it was hard to speak with people about it. It was like an 
imaginary prison. Now it is the other way around. My body is in prison, but my soul is free.” 
 
The words of one who is maintaining a faithful witness in the midst of tremendous affliction, 
who, because he is standing on the sovereignty and resurrection of Jesus the Son of God, knows 
that even after death, a crown of victory awaits.     


