
Group Study Outline 
(Group Studies in these notes are deliberately sketchy, leaving leaders more scope to 
develop their own route through the passage ... with space for lots of telling application.) 
 
 

Introduction 

Imagine if Jesus Himself wrote a letter to us at Emmanuel, or to our home 

group: what would he say?  That’s what we’re listening to in Rev 2-3. 

Read Revelation 2:8-11 

 

Questions 

Each of the seven letters follows the same pattern: 

 How is Jesus Christ described?  Can you spot similar phrases in 1:12-20? 

 What is the good that Jesus praises in the church in Smyrna? 

 What does Jesus rebuke in the church in Smyrna? 

 

What do we learn then about their situation? 

 

In what ways are they experiencing / will they have tribulation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What will he who has an ear ... hear, if he listens to Jesus? 

 

 

What is Jesus’ encouragement to he who conquers? 

Why is the description of Jesus in v8 particularly appropriate for Smyrna? 

 

 

 

Do we suffer, as Christians? 

Are we not suffering because we are not being faithful? 

 

 

 

Cf Application section for more possible questions here 

 
 

 

 

Conclusion: 

Does this particular ‘cap’ fit us at Emmanuel?  How/how not? 

What would Jesus say to us from his letter to the Christians in Smyrna? 

Revelation 2:8-11 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

Theme Sentence 
 

Being faithful to Jesus will mean tribulation. 
 

 

About Smyrna 
 

 Smyrna is mentioned (in the Bible) only in Revelation 1:11; 2:8.  So we 

know nothing of when or how the church was founded there (though 

presumably the gospel came from Ephesus cf Acts 19:10).  In common 

with the other commercial cities in Acts, the new converts clearly 

experienced fierce opposition from the Jewish authorities (2:9 cf 3:9). 
 

 A sea-port, with natural agricultural fertility, Smyrna was rebuilt in the 

third-century BC (after some 300 years left as a ruin), and had quickly 

grown to be one of the most prosperous cities in Asia Minor.  It was the 

most splendid of the seven cities mentioned here, famed for its beauty 

and magnificent public buildings, and successfully beat Sardis for the 

privilege of erecting a temple in honour of the Roman emperor.  It was 

the next city a postman would reach on his tour from Ephesus (2:1-7). 
 

 Smyrna is the place where the aged Polycarp (Bishop of Smyrna) was 

famously martyred in the second-century.  Dragged into the 

amphitheatre, the Roman consul orders him to confess Caesar as Lord, 

and to deny Christ by declaring ‘Away with the atheists’. ‘Reproach 

Christ, and I will set you at liberty.’  But Polycarp inspiringly replied: 

‘Eighty-and-six years have I served Him, and He never did me any 

injury: how then can I blaspheme my King and my Saviour?’  (Read the 

story at http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0102.htm because it gives 

an interesting historical footnote to the exhortation of Rev 2:10-11.) 
 

 

Application    
 

 Jesus ‘knows’ when Christians are up against it, and he knows, more 

than any other, what it feels like to suffer unjustly (cf 1 Peter 2:21-25). 
 

 There are good reasons here why I don’t need to be afraid when I face 

suffering as a Christian: I should keep unpacking what it is that makes 

these promises so fear-relieving. 
 

 I do not wish to be an alarmist about what it costs to be faithful to 

Christ.  Yet I feel I must point both to Scripture and to the course of 

church history.  The normal conditions under which the church bears 

witness are not those we now experience.  We belong to a long tradition 

of martyrdom, but we have become soft and ill-prepared.  (John White: 

The Cost of Commitment [IVP, 1976]). 

http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/08374c.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/12219b.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02595a.htm
http://www.newadvent.org/fathers/0102.htm


Structure 

All seven letters in Revelation 2-3 follow the same pattern: 

 the words in each letter come from Jesus (described in terms of 1:12-

20), addressed to the angel (who is, probably, the church’s minister); 

 Jesus’ I know your ... praises the good in each church (but not Laodicea) 

and rebukes their shortcomings (but not Smyrna or Philadelphia); 

 Jesus exhorts us to listen properly (he who has an ear, let him hear) and 

encourages he who conquers with a promise from chapters 21-22.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

Commentary 
 

Letter 2, to Smyrna, is devoted exclusively to an account of the Christians’ 

past and present afflictions, and a warning of more severe trials to come.  

The antagonism comes from those who were Jews racially but not really (cf 

Rom 2:28).  Paul had experienced no less.  It was the Jews who incited 

some of the leading men and women to drive him and Barnabas out of 

Pisidian Antioch, when the crowds there had thronged to hear him.  They 

then pursued him to Iconium, and on to Lystra, where they persuaded the 

people to stone him.  In Thessalonica they caused a riot, and in Corinth 

they so vigorously opposed the gospel, that Paul  shook out his clothes in 

protest and said to them ‘You blood be on your own heads!  I am innocent.  

From now on I will go to the Gentiles’ (Acts 18:6).  Back in Jerusalem, they 

arrested him in the temple and nearly killed him.  When this attempt failed, 

they did their best by secret plots and public accusations to him put to 

death.  And Acts ends with him in Rome still disputing with the Jewish 

leaders, and accusing them of being spiritually blind and deaf. 
 

9-10 Jesus knows each church, and especially what Smyrna has suffered: 

  

 poverty (9).  It is startling that in such a wealthy and prosperous 

city there should be any citizens who were poor.  It may be that 

the Christians had renounced shady business methods, or that they 

missed out on the social climbing that often went hand-in-hand 

with attendance at pagan temples, or that Jews so slandered them 

that few would do business with them.  We know from elsewhere 

that for some Christians it even meant joyfully accepting the 

confiscation of your property (Hebrews 10:34). 

 

 slander (9) or literally, the Jews were ‘blaspheming’ them.  Of 

course, this had its origin in Satan/the devil for he is a liar and the 

father of lies (John 8:44).   

 

And what they will suffer: 
 

 prison (10) just as Paul and others had experienced (eg Acts 

8:3;12:1-4;16:24 etc).  Paul could rejoice that imprisonment like 

this only served to advance the gospel (Phil 1:12-13) for the word 

of God is not bound (2 Tim 2:9).  But we should not view the harsh 

realities of such persecution with rose-coloured spectacles: it was 

dreadful tribulation. 

 

 death or be faithful to the extent of being ready to die for my 

sake.  Polycarp’s last prayer (as he stood by the stake, asking not 

to be tied to it) was: ‘O Lord ... I thank you for counting me worthy 

this day and hour of sharing the cup of Christ among the number 

of your martyrs’. 

 

 Following Jesus will mean suffering (cf John 15:18, 20; Matthew 

5:11-12; Phil 1:29): all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus 

will be persecuted (2 Tim 3:12).  No wonder preachers have always 

been tempted to play down the less palatable parts of the gospel to 

avoid being persecuted for the cross of Christ (Gal 6:12). 
 

10-11 But the person who is faithful, rather than fearful, receives promises 

from this Jesus who died and came to life (cf 1:17).  This phrase may 

allude to the city’s ‘resurrection’ to a new prosperity after a long 

obscurity; but its chief reassurance is to be told that he was 

victorious over death, as I face my own death (cf Heb 2:14-15). 
  

 you are rich (9) enjoying the unsearchable riches of Christ (1 Cor 

1:4; Eph 3:8) although they may be missing out materially. 
 

 for ten days (10).  Although tested by the devil, Jesus remains in 

control as he sets limits on their suffering and uses it for his own 

purpose (1 Peter 1:6-7).  It is possible that the ten-day test links 

to Daniel 1:12-16 - ‘the exiled four’ are a model for all who are 

faithful to the Lord when threatened with death in a pagan culture. 
 

 the crown of life (10) is the same as the tree of life (1:7) but the 

imagery is rich in associations at Smyrna with its arena, suggesting  

the victor’s wreath at the end of a race (cf James 1:12). 
 

 not hurt by the second death (11) referring to the final destruction 

awaiting the devil and all his followers (cf Rev 20:6, 14; 21:8): 

that’s the appalling end from which we have been saved.  


