
The Letter to the Church at Smyrna 
Let the Poor say I am Rich – Faithful unto Death 

(Revelation 2:8-11) 
Introduction:- 
 
The brief letter to the church at Smyrna is one of only two of the letters to the 
seven churches in which the message of the Risen Christ is entirely positive, and 
therefore one of unqualified praise, without any word of rebuke. What a 
position to be in! A word of unqualified praise, from the Risen Christ!  On this 
basis, there is a striking contrast between the description of this community, 
materially poor, yet spiritually rich, and the situation at Laodicea, where exactly 
the reverse was the case (Revelation 3:17). Like Ephesus, Smyrna was also a 
harbour city, which brought it much trade and wealth. It also held the exclusive 
rights to both import and export the precious spice of Myrrh, from which the 
name Smyrna derives its name. This was one of the gifts that the Wise men 
brought to Christ – One wonders whether this may have originally come from 
Smyrna - and was used in connection with the death and burial of Christ at John 
19:38-42. Thus this connection with Christ’s suffering and death, has a real 
relevance with the suffering and possible death that Christ’s followers may have 
to endure in the city of Smyrna for His name. But on the basis of beauty and 
loveliness, no city could match or challenge the city of Smyrna. Aristides called 
Smyrna “a flower of beauty such as earth and sun had never showed to 
humankind.” In every way, it was magnificently situated, with a beautiful 
harbour and surrounding foothills, with its noble buildings encircling Smyrna’s 
hill, which were spoken of as the “crown of Smyrna.” And so Smyrna knew all 
about crowns, which the Risen Christ will later apply in verse 10 to His faithful 
followers in Smyrna. Further, it was one of the very few planned cities of the 
world. It was founded as a Greek colony as far back as 1,000 BC, but around about 
600 BC, it was totally destroyed by invading armies. And for 300 years Smyrna 
had no city, until it was finally conquered by Alexander the Great, who had a 
dream to rebuild it, which was finally carried out by his successors. It was built 
with straight, broad, sweeping streets, with its most famous street being called 
the Street of Gold, which began with the temple of Zeus, and ended with the 
temple of Cybele. And if the noble buildings which encircled Smyrna’s Hill were 
known as the “Crown of Smyrna”, then the street of Gold could be seen as the 
necklace around the Hill. Then in time, the image of the Phoenix, the legendary 
bird that rises from the ashes of its destruction, was fittingly applied to Smyrna. 
And so this is not the only instance of a church reflecting the history of the city 
in which it is set. For one theme dominates this short letter, which is that of 
suffering persecution, even unto death. Therefore fittingly, the Risen Christ is 
called; “He who was dead, and is alive forever more.”  This was nothing other 
than an echo of the experience of Smyrna itself, including its past and present 



history. It had once lived, then for four hundred years as a city it had been dead, 
but with the coming of Alexander the Great and his successors, it had sprung to 
life again. Finally, Smyrna was a city that was intensely loyal to Rome, even long 
before Rome became the undisputed mistress of the world. And for this long-
term period of loyalty and faithfulness, Rome rewarded Smyrna with free-city 
status, as well as being privileged above all other cities to erect a temple to the 
godhead of Tiberius in 26 AD.  And so, this was Smyrna, great in beauty, trade, 
wealth, as well as political and religious eminence. Also, it was a city where 
culture flourished, with its claim to be the birthplace of Homer, and where 
knowledge and the arts were also held in the highest esteem.  But, this leaves 
us with the question: Can anyone or everyone live well in “Paradise?”  Like the 
modern TV murder mystery, “Death in Paradise”, the answer can only be, not 
everyone! Let us now take a closer look at the Risen Christ’s word to the 
Christian church in this city, in order to see something of its challenge for the 
church today.  
 

1.  First Jesus introduces Himself as an answer to the City and its believers 
(verse 8).  
 
As with the church at Ephesus, Jesus introduces himself to the church of Smyrna 
with descriptive words taken from John’s inaugural vision of Christ back in 
chapter one, verses 17-18. But this time, Jesus’ choice of words about himself 
will relate to both the city’s background and history, as well as to the church’s 
particular trials at this time. In other words, Jesus’ character and His name meet 
all of our needs! And this is the same for us today. And so how does Jesus 
introduce Himself to this church? To begin with, Jesus refers to Himself as the 
“First and the Last” largely taken from the book of Isaiah (Isaiah 41:4; 44:6; 
48:12), who “died and came to life again.” As the “First and the Last”, or the 
“Beginning and the End”, Jesus is proclaiming himself as the one who is in total 
control of history. Not only as one who stands at the beginning of history, but 
also as one who stands at its end as well, who therefore holds the key to life 
itself. On this basis, Paul could say that there is nothing in heaven or on earth 
which can separate us from the love of God in Jesus Christ our Lord (Romans 
8:38-39). As the beginning and the end, Christ will always walk with us right 
throughout our life’s journey, until the very end. This message would have 
indeed lifted up the hearts of the Christians of Smyrna who were in dire trouble 
both from the demands of Caesar worship, as well as from the malignant 
slanders of the Jews. But to the pagans of Smyrna, this message also served as a 
warning. As they claimed the primacy of their beautiful city over anything else, 
as well as the primacy of themselves over others, they would do well to 
remember that Christ’s claim to be the First and the Last is really the death of 
any claim to human pride. And Jesus’ further claim to be the One who died and 



came back to life again, would only help to support that claim. And when the 
people of Smyrna would reflect upon their own city, and its history, the beauty 
of this city, which rivalled that of Ephesus, was really the beauty of a 
resurrection. Some 700 years before, Smyrna had been completely destroyed, 
and had lain in ruins for some three centuries. And so the city of John’s time, 
was now one that had risen from the dead. The people of Smyrna would have 
been keenly aware of this, and perhaps owned this fact with some sense of 
pride. But over against this situation, the threat of death hung poised over every 
Christian in Smyrna, and it must have been an uplifting thing for them to 
remember that always with them there was one who had conquered death, 
through resurrection, and in the process, had defeated the enemy’s power for 
good. Of whom then shall we be afraid? Do we allow this thought to also 
encourage us today? In tough times, the Christians at Smyrna needed a God who 
raises the dead. And so do we, when things get tough. 
 

2. Secondly, Jesus reminds His followers at Smyrna, that even though they are 
afflicted and poor, they can consider themselves to be rich (verse 9). 
 
At the beginning of this section, Jesus encourages the church at Smyrna with the 
words, “I know your afflictions and poverty.”  The Greek word for “afflictions” 
really means pressure. It is for instance, used of a person who was tortured to 
death by being slowly crushed by a great boulder and weight placed upon them. 
Initially, this may therefore be taken in its literal sense. But also as an extension 
of this meaning, there are always pressures in life that can also crush us in 
different ways. And for the Christians at Smyrna, as for us, there are the 
pressures of work, the pressure of worry, the pressure of economic hardship, 
and the pressure of opposition and antagonism, as well as verbal abuse, slander, 
bullying, marginalization, and persecution, because they owned the name of 
Christ, and refused to participate in idolatrous trade guilds. Under these 
pressures, many people collapse. Life becomes too much; physically and 
mentally, the strain is impossible to bear. And this is why Jesus begins with this 
particular hardship, before he moves on to address other issues. He realizes that 
before a person can be restored, first the weight that is weighing a person down, 
must be lifted from the soul. Here we may recall Jesus’ words at Matthew 11:28-
30: “Come unto me, all you who are weary and heavy laden, and I will give you 
rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me, for I am gentle and humble in 
heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden 
is light.” To put it in modern idiom, Jesus enables us to cope with life, and to 
meet the pressures of life. The one condition however, is that we must learn to 
give our burdens to Jesus, and not to try and carry them for ourselves, for if we 
do, we will fail. And one of the greatest things that we can do in life, is to also 
become a “burden-lifter”, by helping to lift the burdens from the shoulders of 



people who are oppressed. Then the second word mentioned is that of 
“poverty.” The Greek word used here speaks of destitution. As far as worldly 
possessions were concerned, the Christians at Smyrna were destitute, either 
because generally speaking, Christians were poor (1 Corinthians 1:26), or 
compared with the rich in Smyrna, there was a wide gap between the rich and 
the poor, or, very probably, the Christians in Smyrna were poor, because they 
refused to participate in idolatrous trade guilds, which would result in loss of 
business and income, and if Hebrews 10:34 is anything to go by, their homes had 
also been deliberately pillaged and plundered, all for bearing the name of Christ 
in a pagan city.  In spite of all of this, the Risen Christ said to them, “Yet you are 
rich,” the opposite of Laodicea (Revelation 3:17). One recalls here the parable 
of the Rich Fool at Luke 12:13-21, where a person in the crowd asked Jesus to 
persuade his brother to divide an inheritance with him. Jesus refused to be 
drawn into this matter, but rather warned his audience against the accumulation 
of riches. In Jesus’ story, the rich man thought only about his own riches and 
welfare.  Especially as this related to his pursuit of self-fulfilment, and self-
pleasure. God or others never entered his equation. Finally, when his life was 
taken from him, the question was put, “Then who will get what you have 
prepared for yourself?” This is how things will be with anyone who stores up 
things for himself, but is not rich toward God. Could we, like the early church, 
rejoice when our goods are confiscated and taken away? A more likely response 
is that we would be more prone to seek out a good lawyer, than consider the 
point of Hebrews 10:34, that when this happens to us, we have better and more 
lasting possessions!  Then Jesus continues: “I know about the slander of those 
who say that they are Jews, and are not, but are rather a synagogue of Satan.” 
Satan was known as the great accuser of men (Revelation 12:10), and it is likely 
that this large and influential Jewish synagogue in Smyrna persecuted Christians, 
rather than worship God, and they probably did this by slandering Christians 
before Roman courts and officials, and in doing so, were probably trying to 
distance themselves from what they saw as a Messianic Cult which would 
compromise or endanger their working relationship with Rome, which itself, 
may have been precarious and uncertain at any given time. In fact, the emperor 
Domitian persecuted Jews and Christians alike as his reign slipped towards 
tyranny, so this did not protect them in the long run. G.B. Caird (Revelation 1966, 
p. 35) sums up by saying, “By rejecting their Messiah and attacking His followers, 
they have forfeited the right to be called Jews, and by their slanderous 
accusations, they have made themselves the agents of Satan, the Great Accuser  
(Revelation 12:10). Earlier at John 8:44, Jesus said these same words to those 
Jews who opposed His mission: “You belong to your Father the devil, and you 
want to carry out your father’s desire. He was a murderer from the beginning, 
not holding to the truth, for there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks his 
native language, for he is a liar, and the father of lies.”   



 

3.  Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life 
(verses 10-11) 
 
In this final section, the church at Smyrna must prepare for trial and persecution, 
but they are exhorted by the Risen Christ to not be afraid. The Devil will put 
some in prison, which served as a place of temporary detention, in order to test 
them. The mention of “ten” days, is probably not a literal forecast, but an 
indication that the suffering would be intense, limited, and temporary. And what 
then should be their response?  Jesus says: “Be faithful, even to the point of 
death” ... We will recall that loyalty and faithfulness was a quality that had built 
the city of Smyrna, when it had flung in its lot with Rome, through fair weather 
and foul. Finally, Smyrna’s unwavering loyalty to Rome, won for it the great 
favours of Rome. And now, in the light of this background, the Risen Christ, 
offers His far greater rewards to the Christians of Smyrna, if they now prove 
faithful and loyal even unto death, as followers of the King of Kings, and Lord of 
Lords. And what will be that reward? We will also recall that the city of Smyrna 
took great pride in the beauty of its city, with the hill of Smyrna surrounded by 
its noble buildings, which were called the “crown of Smyrna.” But even within 
the city itself, and also found impressed on its coins from this period, was the 
emblem of a wreath. The word John uses here for “crown” was not a royal crown 
worn by kings, but rather the victor’s crown or laurel wreath, awarded in the 
Olympic games, or when a person had faithfully performed service as a 
magistrate, at the end of the term of office, a crown was granted. These two 
situations were probably the ones represented by the wreath found on Smyrna’s 
coins from this period. Thus the despised and marginalized Christians will be 
rewarded by the symbol of their own town’s identity and civil pride. Even 
heathen worshippers were in the habit of wearing crowns when they 
approached the temple of their gods, as a sign of entry into the presence of a 
god. And so, a number of these ideas come together here, with the reward of 
the “crown of life”, or “eternal life”, also mentioned at James 1:12. This will be 
offered to those who were first prepared to wear the crown of thorns, in 
suffering, poverty, and death, before exchanging this crown for the crown of life 
and glory. Finally, the believer’s consolation in verse 11, is that the One who 
“overcomes” will not be hurt by the “second death”, that is, the time when all 
of those unworthy of resurrection from death, and entrance into eternal life, will 
be finally cast into the lake of fire at Revelation 21:8, repeating the words of 
Christ at Luke 12:4-5:- “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body, and after 
that, can do no more. But I will show you whom you should fear. Fear him who, 
after the killing of the body, has power to throw you into hell. Yes, I tell you, fear 
Him.”  This is the second death, which followers of Christ need not fear, for we 
have been delivered from death unto eternal life, through the One who at the 



beginning of this message described himself as the First and the Last, who died, 
and came to life again. And it is through His death and resurrection that we have 
the promise of life and hope in His name. What a wonderful hope this must have 
offered for those at Smyrna, and what a wonderful hope this is for us today. 
 

Conclusion:- 
 
One of the great ongoing stories about Smyrna is the story about Polycarp, who 
was bishop of Smyrna and was martyred on Saturday, 23rd February, 155 AD. In 
fact, it was the time of the public games, and the city was crowded and excited. 
Then the cry went up, “Away with the atheists; Let Polycarp be searched for.” 
No doubt Polycarp could have escaped. Many did not want Polycarp to die. They 
pleaded with the old man, “What harm is it to say, Caesar is Lord, and to offer 
sacrifices and be saved? But Polycarp was adamant that for him, only Jesus 
Christ was Lord. When he entered the arena, a voice came from Heaven, saying, 
“Be strong Polycarp, and play the man.” The proconsul gave him the final choice 
of cursing the name of Christ, and making sacrifice to Caesar, or death. Then 
Polycarp uttered the immortal words: “Eighty and six years I have served Him, 
and he has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?” 
Then the proconsul threatened him with burning, to which Polycarp replied, 
“You threaten me with fire, that burns for a time, and is quickly quenched, for 
you do not know the fire which awaits the wicked in the judgment to come, and 
in everlasting punishment. Why are you waiting? Come, do what you will.” In 
spite of the appeals, Polycarp went to the flames with a prayer upon his lips, 
that he might be considered a worthy and acceptable sacrifice to His Saviour and 
Lord. And so Polycarp died at Smyrna, a martyr of the faith, and faithful unto 
death. May his life and witness inspire us as one who was faithful unto death, 
and who now wears the martyr’s “Crown of Life.” Indeed, let the poor say I am 
rich, for what the Lord has both done for us, and what the Lord has in store for 
us.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 


