
 
 

Dear Church, Smyrna 

Bryan Dunagan, Sept. 15, 2019 

Well, last week we started the series looking at seven letters from Jesus. They are the seven messages 
from Jesus to seven churches in the Book of Revelation. These were actual historic churches in the 1st 
century throughout the Roman Empire.  

Now, a lot of us, when we think about Revelation, I mean we have all kinds of thoughts and images that 
come to mind. Apocalyptic scenes of three headed beasts, the harlot of Babylon, lakes of fire, I mean 
crazy end of times stuff. Somebody texted me this week, said, "Dunagan, Leviticus and Revelation in one 
year, glutton for punishment." Which is fair, because a lot of this stuff has scared people away. Whether 
it scared them away from God, from the church or from the Scriptures. It’s because they don't know 
what to do with all of this.  

It's almost like this, we have this Far Side version of hell, damnation, end of times, and stuff like this. 
Here's a cartoon that I saw recently. "Oh, man! The coffee's cold! They thought of everything!" Which I 
happened to think was pretty funny and I'm alone on that. Although even hipsters now love cold coffee, 
so I'm not really sure if Larson was thinking about that when he wrote this Far Side. 

Now, to be clear, there is all kinds of vivid and wild imagery in Revelation, and yes, some of it is totally 
weird. But if you'll stick with us throughout this series, throughout this conversation around the Book of 
Revelation, I am confident that you're going to see this. The last book of the Bible, maybe more than any 
other book in Scripture, captures what it means to belong to and to follow Jesus in the harsh realities of 
this world. 

So Revelation 2, it's page 1311, if you want to open to that passage in that Bible there in front of you. I'd 
encourage you to do that, page 1311. As you're turning there, last week if you were here, we looked at 
the first of these letters to the church in Ephesus. We saw that even this church that was going after 
God's mission, doing great things in their city, a flagship church in Ephesus, even then in all of their good 
work, along the way they had forgotten what mattered most and that's their first love for Jesus. 

Well, unlike the church in Ephesus, this church we're about to look at in Smyrna, they held on to that 
love. And as we're about to see, they held to it even in the midst of great suffering.  

Now the city of Smyrna was about 35 miles north of Ephesus was literally the next stop, you might be 
able to see there, on the road for the mailman. And so, this being the second letter in Revelation made a 
lot of sense. 

Here's what we read in verse 8 about this church in Smyrna.  

"And to the angel of the church of Smyrna write: The words of the First and the Last, who died and came 
to life." Now hold on to that phrase, "died and came to life."  



Of all the cities in Asia, Smyrna was the most beautiful. It's called the crown, the flower of Asia. Smyrna 
was an incredibly cultured city, beautiful architecture and they literally had streets of gold. You 
remember the poet Homer? The Greek poet Homer was from Smyrna. Any of the students reading Iliad 
or the Odyssey right now? 

In fact, Smyrna, there was a little competition with Ephesus over this, but Smyrnans, which I guess is 
what you call people from Smyrna, Smyrnans prided themselves on being the first city of Asia. In fact, 
there were coins in the local currency of Smyrna that had that line, "First city of Asia."  

But Smyrna was also a city that had died and come back to life. Just a quick look at this city's history. In 
loose numbers, around the year 1000 BC, Smyrna was founded. Then 400 years later, enemies sacked 
and destroyed the city of Smyrna. Well, 300 years after that, Smyrna was rebuilt in all of its glory. In 
other words, Smyrna had been resurrected as a great city. So you can see why John would call Jesus the 
one who died and came back to life again. It was an echo of the experience of this city of Smyrna itself.  

The letter continues, verse 9, Jesus says this and this is really the key to understanding what's going on 
here. Jesus says, "I know your tribulation." And that word tribulation, again this is sort of the central 
theme of this letter to the church in Smyrna. Other translations use the word affliction, "I know your 
affliction," it's the Greek word thlipsis. It's kind of a funny word to say out loud, thlipsis. Thlipsis is a 
word actually used 45 times in the New Testament to describe a kind of intense pressure that is 
squeezing the life out of you, weighing down on you. It is the crushing pressure of external 
circumstances that are threatening to do you in. 

So I was trying to think of a way to illustrate this word, a word picture for thlipsis and this is what came 
to mind for me this past week. I remembered back to my freshman year of college. Now every year, the 
biggest football game for the Stanford Cardinal, the biggest football game of the season was always our 
annual rivalry game against the Cal Berkeley Bears. In fact, it is called the big game. And some people 
call it the battle of the nerds, I don't appreciate that, so we'll go with the big game. 

You may remember that famous play, in fact back in 1982, I think John Elway was playing football, but 
Stanford had basically locked up the game, they just had to kick the ball off. And of course, the Stanford 
band comes storming the field on the last play of the game and Cal had like 14 laterals and they ended 
up scoring a touchdown and won the game. And some people say it's the wildest play in college football. 

Well, because of stories like that, a 100-year-old rivalry, this was a heated rivalry, the teams hated each 
other, the schools hated other and the fans hated each other. I got to go to this game my freshman year 
and sit in the student section with a giant N painted on my chest. Because me and my friends in our 
freshman dorm, we spelled out Stanford. Now I have pictures, I'm not going to show them to you, but 
we were all in on this freshman year game. 

Well, this was a close game and it came down to the very last play in the game. Stanford was up and it 
was first and goal, second and goal, third and goal, and then fourth and goal, Cal was trying to score to 
win the game. And we stopped them, it was a goal line stance. And we won the game, and the entire 
stadium, 85,000 capacity back in those days, and it was full, and the whole place went wild. 

Well, here we are in the student section and we're ready to do something kind of crazy. However, they 
had put somewhere along the 15 to 20-foot-tall chain link fence between the student section and the 



field. Now why would they ever do that? But it was not going to stop us on this day because this was the 
big game. 

Some of the fans, including myself, started climbing this fence. So hundreds of us were climbing this 
chain link fence, as then thousands of fans are beginning to press against the fence. You can imagine 
where this is going, the fence doesn't hold for long and there we are, hundreds of us are actually holding 
on to the chain link fence as this herd of fans are pushing against it. And the pressure of the physics of 
this begin to slowly bend this fence to the point where it ... and I'm on the top of the fence and it begins 
to fall and ultimately tumble to the ground and on to the field. The Stanford student section storms the 
field, along with thousands of people were going on to the field to celebrate. Fans are literally 
stampeding over the fence, over me, to make their way to celebrate and dance and whatever with the 
players, and then ultimately to take down the goal post, because you were allowed to do that back then. 

Now, I don't know exactly what happened next, because I've just been crushed by a herd of fans, but 
this was the coolest college experience ever. Okay? That's what came to mind for me when I thought of 
this word thlipsis. Is that helpful for you? A pressure, a weight that squeezes the life out of you. That's 
the word that Jesus uses here.  

So he looks at his church that he loves in Smyrna and he sees that they're under pressure and this 
pressure is threatening to crush them. Well, what is the cause of all this pressure that they're facing? 
Among all the cities in Asia Minor, Smyrna had this reputation for their patriotic loyalty to the Roman 
Empire. In fact, in the year 25 AD, and I know there's a lot of history here, but cities throughout Asia 
were invited to bid on the building of a temple to the Emperor Tiberius. It was a little like the Amazon 
HQ2 craze that we all went through last year. Because all these cities knew that winning the right to 
have this temple, to build this temple, would be a game changer for their economy and for their 
standing throughout the Empire. 

Well, Smyrna, of all the cities, was the one chosen because of their fierce loyalty to the Emperor himself. 
And so, you can imagine, in the 1st century as these radical followers of Jesus begin to refuse to worship 
the Emperor. Well, Smyrna was not very happy about that. In fact, they begin to call it an act of treason. 
So Jesus says, "I know, I know your affliction. I know the pressure and the suffering that you're facing." 

We're told in this passage that they were suffering in four ways. Verse 9, "I know your tribulation," and 
then this first thing, he says, "I know your poverty." So first, they were suffering in poverty. 

Now in a city like Smyrna there was a great economy and a lot of people were making money. But to run 
a business, to buy and sell goods, you had to first make an offering to Caesar. You'd go to the temple 
and you'd make your offering there before the altar of Caesar, the statue of Caesar. And once you had 
done that, basically, you would be given a business license. You could now engage in trade. 

The way that the authorities confirmed that you had done this, and historians have written about this, is 
that they would give you a mark. They would put a mark or a kind of stamp, an ink stamp on your hand 
that said you had gone and worshiped the Emperor at the altar. Okay? It was a mark that meant you had 
done your worship to the Emperor. 

The question in Smyrna at the end of the 1st century, for followers and the disciples of Jesus, is do I 
take? They called it something and the Christians called it the mark of the beast. Anybody heard of that 



before? And followers of Jesus are asking this question, do I take the mark of the beast or not? Am I 
going to be able to keep my job? My business? Put food on the table? 

Imagine you're a seamstress and you sell clothing and linen for a living. You've got five kids, your 
husband had died of cholera and so this business that you're running is how you feed your family. It is 
life and death. But along the way, you meet these people and you hear this story of an incredible man 
who gave his life and a Savior named Jesus. Ultimately, you give your life to following him and you join 
this life changing, amazing new community.  

Well, then you show up to the market to do your work and they say, "Wait a second, you don't have the 
mark. Go back to the temple and worship Caesar." What do you do? This was the pressure of following 
Jesus in Smyrna. So Jesus says, "I know your tribulation and your poverty. I know the price that you have 
paid to follow me."  

So there was poverty first, but then second, he says, 

 "I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are actually a synagogue of Satan."  

What's that all about? Well, apparently there were Jewish people in Smyrna who were publicly shaming 
and slandering these Christians. Who, by the way, many Romans thought that Christians were a sort of 
sect of Judaism. So in order to create this distance from themselves, certain Jewish leaders were 
degrading the Christians in public. They were spreading rumors about their evil ways, making them out 
to be these uneducated, barbaric kinds of people who were actually against the Roman Empire. In fact, 
they were informing on them to the government authorities. 

Now I know this isn't as common for us, but I wonder if any of you have ever had that experience of 
being insulted or called naïve or even bigoted for being a follower of Jesus. If you're a college student, 
have you ever had a professor who, even in the smallest of ways, seemed to talk down to you because 
you actually still believe this child's play story about some guy who claimed to be raised from the dead? 

So, they're suffering under poverty, under slander, and then third, we're told under imprisonment. 
Verse 10, Jesus says, 

 "Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison."  

Again, this is not likely anything that those of us in this room have faced. Although I will say this, if this 
morning you were to walk down the hallway and to be a part of our Chinese worship in that community, 
they have friends, they have family members, fellow Christ followers they know, who have been 
imprisoned for their leadership and their role in the expansion of the house church movement in China.  

So we could read this passage and they would be like, "Yeah, that's what it means to be a follower of 
Jesus in this world." So, let's not forget, this is a reality in our world today. We should never forget and 
we need to pray for the persecuted church because we're family.  

Well then, finally, the risen Christ says this,  

"Be faithful unto death and I will give you the crown of life." 



 Some of these Christians in Smyrna will pay the ultimate price for their refusal to worship the Caesar. 
Again, this is not something that we often see in this culture, but it is a reality, a growing reality for 
many Christians in our world today. And we should not forget them and we should pray for them and 
join with them in their suffering.  

Now, if you were here last week, we said that for every one of these letters that Jesus sends to the 
churches, each of them had Atta boy's and rebukes, right? This is what you're great at and this is what 
you need to work on. And so, Ephesus, you're doing all this great ministry, but you've lost your first love. 
All of these letters follow that pattern, all of them except for one.  

For when Jesus writes, when he speaks to the church in Smyrna, he says, "You're doing these great 
things," but not once does he rebuke them. There is no word of warning like he had for Ephesus. Why 
do you think that is? Well, because the disciples in Smyrna, they were doing everything right. It's 
because they were suffering so faithfully. In other words, thlipsis, affliction is actually an undeniable part 
of what it means to follow Jesus in a fallen world. 

Let's look at verse 10. Jesus says, "Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer." Jesus doesn't say, 
"Don't be afraid because some of you are going to suffer, don't be afraid if you end up suffering." No. He 
says to all these Christians in Smyrna, "Every one of you is going to understand what it is like to suffer as 
a follower of Jesus." A disciple of Jesus will experience affliction in this world.  

Now that may look different in our day, it may take on far more subtle forms. Being passed over for 
promotion because you were unwilling to flex in your ethical standards. It might, at some point, mean 
standing up for truth or for God's word, even when that costs you, even when there's a price, even 
when there's a social price for that. 

And then sometimes this affliction, sometimes it's just the result of life in a fallen world. Whether it's 
sickness or cancer or a mental illness. I want to talk about this for a few minutes. Maybe you saw this in 
the news this past week, that a prominent author, pastor, and church leader named Jared Wilson took 
his own life. He was very open about his bouts with severe depression, He had tried to help the church 
in America talk more open and freely about the reality of mental illness and that we need to get over 
the stigma, the fear and the silence. It is not sinful. It is not a lack of faith and the affliction is real. 

According to the National Alliance on Mental Illness, one in four Americans suffers from some kind of 
mental illness in any given year. Suicide is now the second leading cause of death for young people 
under 24 in our country today. I was in a meeting this week where someone shared that the life 
expectancy in America had dropped for three years in a row for the first time since the Spanish 
influenza. And this is due, he said, this is due in large part to what is now being called deaths of despair. 
Deaths of despair, suicide, liver disease, which is caused of course by the abuse of alcohol, and then 
drug overdoses. Deaths of despair. Have you heard that before? I had never heard of that before. 

And yet, it's hard to find a clearer picture of how people today, how people of every generation are 
struggling to overcome the pressure and the affliction of life in a broken world. Let me just say this, if 
you are under the weight of that kind of depression or darkness or despair, we want to help. Do not 
carry that burden alone. Talk to someone today. Come talk to me, come find one of our pastors or 
leaders, and let's figure out how we can walk through this together.  



So then how do we, as followers of Jesus, how do the Christians in Smyrna, remain faithful even under 
all this pressure? How do we hold on to God even when it may seem like he's begun to let go of us?  I 
think that God responds to this question in a few ways. First, the pressure draws us closer to Jesus. 
When we suffer, in this mysterious way, in this strange economy of God, we begin to identify with a God 
who suffered for us.  

Paul put it this way in Philippians 3, he said, "I want to know Christ and the fellowship of his sufferings." 
Isn't that a curious phrase? The fellowship of his sufferings? It's like when we experience this crushing 
pressure in life, somehow as followers of Jesus, we're brought closer into a relationship with God who 
suffers with us. 

I remember when I lost my mom, I was 21 years old, I was about to graduate. Even in the darkness, even 
the sadness and all the questions that I didn't have answers to, even then, I had this strong sense that I 
had never really known before that Jesus was with me. He was close to me, suffering almost alongside 
me. And to this day, it's almost weird talking about it because I don't have the vocabulary or the right 
words to explain it. But it is as if I was invited to enter into the fellowship of his suffering in a way that I 
never had before. The pressure, it draws us closer to Jesus. 

But then secondly, the pressure draws us closer to one another in community. You see, the church in 
Smyrna was starting to feel the pressure of persecution. But rather than splinter the church, which is 
what everybody thought would happen, it actually ended up drawing and grafting the church closer 
together as one body. They became a community. 

There's a great picture of this in the Old Testament in the Book of Job. Anybody remember Job? Who, of 
all people, knows what it's like to suffer. He's afflicted with this terrible skin disease, which nobody likes 
a rash, but this was his entire body and it was debilitating and it only got worse from there. He ends up 
losing all of his money, loses his business, his livelihood, loses his house then his children die. And after 
all that, his wife blames it all on him and she leaves him. 

Well how did Job's friends respond to this? It's fascinating, we're told in Job 2, it says, "Then they sat on 
the ground," his friends, "they sat on the ground with him for seven days and seven nights and no one 
said a word to him because they saw how great his suffering was." For seven days, his friends didn't say 
a word to him. This is actually a tradition in the Jewish faith called "sitting shiva," sitting seven. And I 
love that because it's this picture that it wasn't their wisdom, it wasn't their trying to figure it out, it 
wasn't even their trying to fix it that made the difference for Job in those days. What comforted him was 
simply their presence, their quiet presence. 

In fact, if you read on, later they end up opening their mouths and they say all this terrible stuff trying to 
justify or explain his suffering. The real gift of his friends, the real gift of community was seven days of 
silence together. Just joining him in his affliction. Suffering, it draws us together in profound, powerful 
ways.  

If you've ever experienced the community of faith coming around you in suffering, and I see those of 
you have gone through this in our church, when people come to you, not trying to explain it, not trying 
to fix it, just being there with you in the brokenness, it is a sacred gift. 



The pressure, it draws us closer to Jesus, closer to one another. But then third, it leads us closer to 
becoming the person that we were created by God to always be. Thlipsis, it turns out, has this power to 
refine, mature and shape us. It has a way of testing and refining us so that we can become more like the 
one who suffered for us. 

Back in our text, in verse 10, Jesus says this, he says, "The devil is about to throw some of you into prison 
that you may be tested." This is not a very encouraging letter, is it, at first? He says, "Some of you are 
about to be thrown into prison." And that word “test” that we see there. For so long what I thought that 
meant was he was going to do this to figure out if you had what it took to be a follower of Jesus. But 
that is not at all what this word “test” means. It means to prove and to improve. The testing proves us, it 
proves our worth, the worth that God has given us. It proves our value in him and then it improves us. It 
matures and refines us into people who look like Jesus. 

The great irony of this is actually the worst that the devil can throw at God's people. Prison, suffering, 
the struggles of life in a fallen world, even death itself. God uses these very things that the devil uses to 
try to harm us. God uses this to shape and mature us into the people that he created us to be. And, of 
course, the most beautiful perfect picture that we have of this is the cross itself. It’s where God used the 
most tragic and evil act in human history to bring redemption, freedom and eternal life for everyone 
who would believe in him. 

The affliction, it draws us closer to Jesus, closer to one another, and closer to becoming like him who 
suffered for us. 

Well, at the end of all this Jesus makes a promise to the church in Smyrna. He says this, he says,  

"To those who are faithful, I will give to you the crown of life."  

Now this crown would have meant for the people listening to this, hearing this for the first time, it 
would have meant two things. First, it was the crown of the victor. The crown that was placed on the 
head of a victorious athlete at the end of the games or the competitions, or the great marathon of that 
day.  

But then second, it was also the crown of a bride and groom, that which a bride and groom would wear 
at their wedding. Do you see that? As we persevere through the afflictions and pressure of life, God 
gives us not only the strength to be victorious on his behalf, but he reminds us all along the way that we 
are still his bride. You are still his beloved. He is with you and he longs for you to experience his joy. Even 
in the pressure, there is great joy. And some of you, you know that joy even in the midst of suffering.  

You may have heard of the name Joni Eareckson Tada. When she was 17 years old, she was in a diving 
accident and she was paralyzed. And she has been in a wheelchair for decades and will be for the rest of 
her life. She would tell you, if she was here with us, she would tell you that every day, every day she 
wishes that she could walk and run and swim. She would tell you about how much pain she has received 
from people who don't really know how to respond, who have made fun of her or mocked her. 

She would tell you that she has met God through that chair in ways that she never could have without it. 
That chair, in a strange way, is a part of the curse of this fallen world. And yet, in a strange way, she 
thanks God for that chair. 



Some of you know about that and you're facing that affliction right now. You're walking through that 
valley of the shadows, you know very well the crushing weight of this kind of trial, suffering and crushing 
loss. Married to someone for decades and then they walked out. Or someone you love is slowly dying. 
Or there's a family crisis so cruel you can't even put it into words. Dreams shattered, hearts just broken. 
Whatever it is, Jesus says, "I know. I know. I see your suffering and I am with you in it. I am with you, you 
are not alone and one day, one day I will set everything right."  

I want to pray for us, for all of us. But before I do that, one last question. Do you think the followers of 
Jesus, the Christians in Smyrna, remained faithful under their pressure? Yes, yes they did. Of all the 
seven churches in the Book of Revelation, the church in Smyrna is the only one that still exists. Because 
the pressure, it's redemptive. It draws us closer to Jesus, to each other, and closer to become like the 
one who suffered for us. 

And so, heavenly Father, knowing that there is victory, knowing that there can be joy, we also know 
there are people in this room who need to know that you are with them. That you are not removed and 
distanced. So, whatever it is that we're going through, whatever setback or fear or sadness, 
discouragement, uncertainty over the future, whatever we may have lost or whatever we're afraid of 
losing even in these moments, Jesus would you come? Holy Spirit come and be with us and strengthen 
us just as you did your followers in Smyrna. 

We ask that your hope and your joy would burn strongly within us no matter what we face. We pray this 
in Jesus' name, and everybody said together. Amen 
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