Rev. 2:1-7 Letters from Heaven: To Smyrna (No Fear)
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Smyrna is an interesting name for a city, interesting because it means myrrh, which, if you recall, was one of the gifts given to Jesus at his birth. Myrrh, if you’ve never been told, is incense made from the dried sap of a bush that was native of North Africa; it has the unusual property of expanding when heated, while emitting a very strong vanillic sent; and was often used in burials. However, this tree was not found in Turkey, which is where Smyrna is located. But Aphrodite, who was worshipped in this city, had a daughter named Myrrh, and it may be for her that this city was named.

It was an important port city that lay on the spice trade route between east and west, and so control of it was often sought by the powers of the times. After one of Alexander the greats’ generals destroyed the city, it was rebuilt, renamed, and symbolized with the phoenix, because it rose from the ashes of destruction.


It was the birth place of Homer, who wrote the Iliad and the Odyssey. And it became a center for Roman Emperor worship, when, in 196 BC the first temple to the goddess of Rome, the spiritual symbol of the Roman Empire, was built in this city. Once the spirit of Rome was worshipped, it wasn’t much of a step to worship the dead Emperors of Rome, and then the living ones. In 23 AD this city won the privilege to build the first temple to worship Emperor Tiberius Caesar. But it was not until the Emperor Domitian reigned (81-96), that worship of Caesar as Lord was demanded; which was when John was banished to the Isle of Patmos, and where he received this vision.


Once a year, Roman citizens had to burn a pinch of incense on the altar of Caesar, and say, “Caesar is Lord.” They would be given a mark indicating they had done so, and then would be free to worship whoever or whatever they pleased. But these early Christians would call no man Lord, which is a title that they reserved strictly for Jesus, the Christ, the Son of God.

Jews, who were a protected religious group under Roman law, did not have to worship Caesar; but they pointed out with eagerness to the authorities that Christians were not Jewish; and were therefore not protected under the law from worshipping Caesar. In this vision they are referred to as a synagogue of Satan. Satan means accuser. And at that time the synagogue leaders were doing anything they could to rid themselves of Christians.


Smyrna became Izmir when the 


Three-quarters of Izmir (ancient Smyrna) burned to the ground during the Turkish-Greek war of 1922. Rebuilding efforts have turned it into a thoroughly modern city. It is known as the pearl of the Aegean, a beautiful port city. A few ruins have been excavated, and are tourist attractions, but most of Smyrna’s ancient structures did not survive; however, the 3.7 million people who now live there work to preserve their connection to those ancient times. And so, while the church’s building is relatively new (1620 – it survived the war), the Christians who gather there identity themselves as one and the same with the church to which this letter from heaven was sent.


Jesus identified himself as one who had not only suffered death at the hands of evil men, but who had risen from the grave victorious. He who gave them hope, knew well their tribulation and its resulting poverty. Like the Christians in Ephesus, some 35 miles to the south, they stood their ground for the truth, but unlike them, they maintained their love. Yet, they were persecuted for it, they were blasphemed because of it, and they were accused by the Jewish community of being heretics whose voice should be silenced.


The only silver lining for these persecuted Christians, as James pointed out in his letter, was that God had chosen them, the poor of this world, to be rich in faith and heirs of the kingdom which He promised to those who loved Him (Jm 2:5). And love him they did, but love did not exempt them from suffering; any more than it exempts us today. Jesus once said to his disciples, “Remember the words I spoke to you: 'No servant is greater than his master.' If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.” (Jn 15:20)


Their only fault, and you can’t blame them for it, was that they had grown fearful that more suffering was headed their way. But the one who had told his disciples, “Do not fear those who kill the body but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell,” commanded them not to fear (Mt. 10:28). They were not to fear what the devil was about to do to them. Some of them would be put in prison, where they would be tested, just as Jesus had been tested in the wilderness. Their comfort was to come from knowing that the next round of tribulation would only last a short while, especially when compared to eternity.


Knowing that an unpleasant experience is headed your way often sends a person into defensive mode; trying to do something, anything, to keep suffering to a minimum. Jesus challenges this twitch of self-preservation when he encouraged the church of Smyrna to be faithful to the point of death. Such is the call to discipleship.

Prayer: Jesus, King of Kings and Lord of Lords, we give our allegiance to you alone. Amen.

