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                        The Church Jesus Wants  

                               The seven churches of Revelation –  
                             Part 2 – Smyrna - The suffering church 
 
Introduction: 
The seven churches in Revelation chapters 2 and 3 are the main prophetic 
message to the church throughout the ages. In Ephesus we saw that the 
name meant “desirable” or “first”, representing the early church. Jesus told 
the church that she had good works but had lost her first love, which was 
far more important. Now we’ll look at the second church which is Smyrna: 
 
“To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: 
Smyrna is from the word “myrrh”, meaning “bitter”. It is the spice bought by 
the Magi as a present to Jesus, prophesying His bitter suffering and death. 
It is the spice used to anoint bodies for burial. Smyrna was the church of 
the first recorded martyr outside the Bible: Polycarp, bishop of Smyrna. 

When asked to deny 
Jesus he is quoted as 
saying: “Eighty and six 
years have I served Him, 
and He never did me any 
injury: how then can I 
blaspheme my King who 
has saved me?” The 
period of history that 
Smyrna refers to is 
generally taken to be 

from about AD 67 to 325 when the church suffered persecution under ten 
different Roman emperors. 

These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and 
came to life again.  
Jesus encourages the church with the fact that He overcame death. 1 
Corinthians 6 says: “By his power God raised the Lord from the dead, and 
he will raise us also”. Romans 8 says: “we are more than conquerors 
through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, 
neither angels nor demons,

 
neither the present nor the future, nor any 

powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be 
able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.” 
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I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are rich! 
We may be persecuted but Jesus also says we have a rich reward: 
“Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and falsely 
say all kinds of evil against you because of Me. Rejoice and be glad, for 
your reward in heaven is great; for in the same way they persecuted the 
prophets who were before you.” (Matt 5:11). 
 
I know about the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but 
are a synagogue of Satan.  
To help interpret this, we can see that Jesus also said to Philadelphian 
church: “I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to 
be Jews though they are not, but are liars—I will make them come and fall 
down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you.”  
 
A key to understanding this is how Jesus talked to the Pharisees in John 8: 
“If you were Abraham’s children then you would do what Abraham did. As it 
is, you are looking for a way to kill me, a man who has told you the truth 
that I heard from God. Abraham did not do such things. You are doing the 
works of your own father….If God were your Father, you would love me, for 
I have come here from God. I have not come on my own; God sent 
me. Why is my language not clear to you? Because you are unable to hear 
what I say. You belong to your father, the devil and you want to carry out 
your father’s desires.” 
 
The Jews were Abraham’s children, but Jesus says that real Jews are 
those who love and obey him. In the church we can also, as the Pharisees, 
rest on our past or Christian inheritance. We say we are children of 
Abraham because we are born again and we’ve repented and given our 
hearts to Jesus, but unless we are bearing the fruit of sincere love for the 
Lord and one another, our faith is hypocritical and not genuine. 
 
Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put 
some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten 
days.  
Jesus also encourages us today not to be afraid of suffering; to preach the 
gospel sensitively but without fear. Man may persecute us but it’s the devil 
who is behind everything. The “ten days” refers to ten Roman emperors 
who persecuted the church from about 64 to 320 AD. Foxes Book or 
Martyrs lists these as: 
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1. Nero, AD 67 – set Rome on fire and blamed the Christians, having them 
thrown to the lions. Nero was later forced to commit suicide. 
 
2. Domitian in AD 81 -  A law was made that "That no Christian, once 
brought before the tribunal, should be exempted from punishment without 
renouncing his religion." Among the numerous martyrs was Timothy, Paul’s 
disciple. Domitian was later assassinated by court officials. 
 
3. Trajan AD 108 - Responsible for the martyrdom of about ten thousand 
Christians including Ignatius, Bishop of Antioch. 
 
4. Marcus Aurelius AD 162 – An extremely cruel persecution, “Some of the 
martyrs were obliged to pass, with their already wounded feet, over thorns, 
nails, sharp shells, etc. upon their points, others were scourged until their 
sinews and veins lay bare, and after suffering the most excruciating 
tortures that could be devised, they were destroyed by the most terrible 
deaths.” Polycarp (see above) was one of these martyrs. Marcus Aurelius 
died in a plague. 
 
5. Septimus Serverus AD 192 -  By this time the church had grown so great 
despite persecution that the writer Tertullian said that: “if the Christians had 
collectively withdrawn themselves from the Roman territories, the empire 
would have been greatly depopulated.”  
 
6. Maximus the Thracian AD 235 – During this time two bishops of Rome, 
Christian Roman senators and their families and numerous others were 
martyred.  
 
7. Decius AD 249 – under the previous emperor Phillip, whom he defeated 
in battle and who was deemed to be a believer, the church had grown 
rapidly. It was thought that Decius’ hatred of Christians was born of 
jealousy. He was determined to stamp out Christianity. Bishops, godly men 
and their families were cruelly martyred and yet the church continued to 
grow. Decius was killed in battle. 
 
8. Valerian AD 257 – He perpetrated extremely cruel persecution for three 
and a half years, with excruciating tortures. Then Valerian was himself 
tortured as a prisoner at the hands of the Persians until he died. Aterwards 
the church had peace for some years. 
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On a hill far away stood an Old 
Rugged Cross 
The emblem of suffering and shame 
And I love that old cross where the 
dearest and best 
For a world of lost sinners was slain 

So I'll cherish the Old Rugged Cross 
Till my trophies at last I lay down 
And I will cling to the Old Rugged 
Cross 
And exchange it some day for a crown 
 
To the Old Rugged Cross, I will ever 
be true 
It's shame and reproach, gladly bear 
Then He'll call me some day to my 
home far away 
Where His glory forever I'll share. 
 
 

9. Auralian AD 274 – He continued the persecution by beheading Felix, 
bishop of Rome and others. He 
was killed by his own domestics. 
 
10. Diocletian AD 303. 23

rd
 

February AD 303 was the day, 
called “terminalia”, when a “band of 
cruel pagans” hoped to put an end 
to Christianity. All known Christians 
were sought out, to be rounded up 
and put to death in hideous ways. 
But rather than being the death of 
the church, it was in fact the last 
great persecution before the great 
change took place under 
Constantine in about AD 324. 
 
Conclusion: 
Be faithful, even to the point of 
death, and I will give you the crown of life 
Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the Churches. The 
one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the second death.” 
 
Jesus tells us to deny ourselves and take up our cross daily. While we may 
not be suffering as the early Christians did, we need to keep alert and pray 
at all times. There are also many around the world today who are being 
persecuted; more in number than ever; they need our prayers and help. 
 
Jesus said: “In the world you shall have tribulation: but be of good cheer; I 
have overcome the world” 

"Though beheaded, and crucified, and thrown to wild beasts, and chains, 
and fire, and all other kinds of torture, we do not give up our confession; 
but, the more such things happen, the more do others in larger numbers 
become faithful."  -- Justin Martyr, second century Christian. 

After these persecutions came the greatest change in the history of the 
church as we shall see when we look at the church in Pergamos. 
 
Songs: When I survey the wondrous cross; The old rugged cross. 
 


