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►The Faithful, Fearful Church

Open 21: Immortal Invisible

RR: Insert

Close 279:   Only Trust Him
Our Scripture passage for today is:

►Address to the church:  Revelation 2:8  "And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write, 
The “thus says 'These things says the First and the Last, who was dead, and came to life:

The appraisal – Commendation: 9  I know your works, tribulation, and poverty (but you are rich); 
The appraisal: Condemnation: and I know the blasphemy of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. (False Christians)
Counsel: 10  "Do not fear (mild reproof) any of those things which you are about to suffer. Indeed, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and you will have tribulation ten days. Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.

Listen to the Spirit: 11  "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
Promise:  He who overcomes shall not be hurt by the second death."'
►Starting with the historical part first, the experience of the church at Smyrna compares with the third and fourth centuries when there was great persecution against the church. Historicist interpreters generally apply the 10 days to 10 years of particularly fierce persecution by Diocletian.  The period of time would be approximately 200-313 AD.
►Smyrna, now known as Izmir, was a harbor trade city located on the shore of the Aegean Sea It was also on the road that ran from Phrygia and Lydia.  It was about 35 miles north of Ephesus.  The population in the time of John would have been in the neighborhood of 200,000 people.
►(Agora Smyrna was a political, religious, and cultural center, and was noted as a center of science and medicine.  ►It had a famous stadium, a library, and the largest public theatre in the province, which would seat 20,000 people.  In the religious area, Smyrna claimed to be the first city in the ancient world to build a temple to the goddess Roma.
►Smyrna was a free city like Ephesus was, and was also known for it’s wealth and beauty.  In fact, the city claimed to be the Glory of Asia.  It also claimed having the distinction of being the birthplace of the famous poet, Homer.  

►In contrast to the wealth and extravagance of the city itself, the church there was an impoverished church.  First this was because the city was a center of emperor worship.  At the time Revelation was written, emperor worship had become mandatory.  Once a year, every Roman was obliged to worship the emperor by burning incense on the altar to Caesar.  After doing this the individual was issued a certificate stating that they had indeed performed this duty.  To refuse could bring on the death penalty.  So the Smyrnans were hostile to the Christian in the city because they refused to participate in emperor worship.
The second thing that made life miserable for the Smyrnan Christians was the presence of a large and almost fanatical Jewish population that was not much happier with the Christians than the Romans were.  In fact they joined with their pagan enemies to persecute the Christians.  No wonder that John describes these Jews as “the synagogue of Satan.”
Through all of this, the Christians in Smyrna remained faithful.  Many of them experienced suffering and death.  Among those who were killed was Polycarp, the bishop of the church in Smyrna in the first half of the second century, who in his youth was associated with John who wrote Revelation.

So distilled down, the two issues that Smyrna faced was forced idol worship, and harassment from those who should have been faithful.

►To this church, Jesus presents himself as one who was dead and came to life again.  This is a reminder to them that in Christ is eternal life that can not be taken away by any earthly power.  He stands on the other side of death, encouraging his people.  Jesus uses the words, “Stop being afraid.”  These are the very same words that he spoke to John as John saw the overwhelming glory of Jesus glorified.
To this harassed group of Christians, the message that they received must have brought on mixed feelings.  They were suffering persecution, and were to continue to experience persecution for a time yet.  Some would be killed.  But the words come from Jesus, the one who was dead and is alive: “I have overcome death, and in me, you too, can overcome death. Don’t be afraid.  You are in my hands.  Only I hold the crown of life, and that will be yours as you remain faithful.”

►Here Jesus refers to himself as the first and last, but not the alpha and omega that we are used to.  Instead it is the “protos” and” eschatos,”  He is still  the eternal “I AM.”  Jehovah, the God of covenant.  But there is a subtle shade of meaning here.  While this can mean first chronologically, “protos” has the concept of first in importance, or the best.  “Eschatos”  had the meaning of last, but can also mean lowest or uttermost.  Escahtos is also the word used to describe last day events.  Jesus has experienced the height of glory of heaven, and the depths of hopelessness, and hate that the world can dish out.  Jesus can relate to any experience that his church goes through.  In his description of himself,- Jesus is pledging himself, identifying with the Smyrnans, and promising that he will be faithful to his church.

As Jesus gives his appraisal of the church, he says that he knows the affliction and poverty that they experience.  The word “affliction” literally means “pressure” or “the burden that crushes.”

Satan has done his best to crush the life out of the church, and deprive them of their means to live.  No doubt, the poverty was because of their persecution.  

►What does Jesus encourage this church to do?  After promising them more trouble he has two areas of counsel;

Second, “Remain faithful.”

Faithfulness has it’s rewards.  

If we keep our eyes on the reward, if we stay focused on the finish line, the troubles along the way begin to shrink in perspective. 

►Romans 8: 18  For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us.

19  For the earnest expectation of the creation eagerly waits for the revealing of the sons of God.
►James 1:12  Blessed is the man who endures temptation; for when he has been approved, he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has promised to those who love Him.
Now, the promise to the overcomer:

►To the church that is facing persecution and death, Jesus promises: Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life. He who overcomes shall not be hurt by the second death."'
The enemy has two areas where he can attack us.  He tried both with Job.  ►He can attack us on our possessions and relationships, and he can attack us physically.
The only way that these attacks can be successful is if we put any of these between us and God.  If we have already given all to God, then Satan can harass us, but he cannot harm us eternally.  And that is where it is all at, anyway, is it not?  Anyone here still driving the first car you bought?  Anyone here wearing the same clothes every day that you wore 20 years ago?  Is you body the same that it was 15 years ago?  These all wear out.  But our walk with God can just keep getting better and better.  

Satan may take our breath away in death. But he cannot take our relationship with God away in the second death.  Because God’s children will not see the second death.  Instead, they will wear a crown of life that will glitter on their brows throughout eternity.

►Romans 8: 31  What then shall we say to these things? If God is for us, who can be against us?

32  He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall He not with Him also freely give us all things?

33  Who shall bring a charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies.

34  Who is he who condemns? It is Christ who died, and furthermore is also risen, who is even at the right hand of God, who also makes intercession for us.

35  Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?

36  As it is written: "For Your sake we are killed all day long; We are accounted as sheep for the slaughter."

37  Yet in all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us.

38  For I am persuaded that neither death nor life, nor angels nor principalities nor powers, nor things present nor things to come,

39  nor height nor depth, nor any other created thing, shall be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.

Again, to Smyrna, the call is to listen to the Spirit.  Let the Holy Spirit teach you these things.  Let the Spirit of God help you have strength to go through persecution, poverty, and pain.  Listen to the Spirit as he reminds you of the finish line, of the goal, of the ultimate victory that has already been attained by your Jesus.
What does this message say to us today?
First, the message is to encourage a church that was standing against idolatry.  What is our relationship with idols today?

Some may scoff and declare that we have no idols today.
What is an idol? Something that we worship.

What might good Christians worship?

►Perhaps your car, or house, or job, or retirement account.  Maybe you worship a doctrine or belief.  Think about it a minute, could you worship the Sabbath and not the Creator of the Sabbath? Or worship the Bible and not the Author of the Bible?  Could we worship a local church or denomination to the exclusion of a walk with the Chief Minister?  Is it possible that you worship your own ideas or pet theories to the exclusion of the Savior?
Idols tend to be deceptive, and our minds easily seduced.  

Pray to God that as a church, and as individuals, we stand like the church at Smyrna against idols no matter what the cost.

Again, we have the reminder that Jesus is the first and last (I AM). There is nothing that is not under his watchful eye. Keep your eyes fixed on the reward.  
And finally, riches is poverty, poverty is riches.  Laodicea, the church that thinks it is the richest is the poorest.  Smyrna the church that knows that they are in poverty, really has the riches that count.  The riches of Smyrna are eternal riches.  
►We need to seriously ask ourselves,  “Do I have any idols?”

You may not think so, but have you asked the one with the all-seeing eyes that question?  Have you ever asked God, “What is it in my life that tends to come between me and you?  

Is it an idea? Is it something you wear?  Is it something you eat?  Is it an attitude that you have?  If you are willing to listen, he will answer.

Then the question comes, “Are you willing to give them up?”

Also I ask you, “Do you fear? Is fear your idol.”
Jesus said “Stop fearing the things coming upon you!  I have overcome for you, and you have overcome in me.  There is nothing to fear in the long run.”

There is good reason that Jesus says, “Stop fearing.”  Fear is the opposite of faith.  Fear of some kind is at the root of almost all sin.  Fear of loss of acceptance.  Fear of financial loss.  Fear of being wrong.  Fear of being mocked.  Fear of pain.  

Do not be afraid, do not worry.

►Matthew 6:24  "No one can serve two masters; for either he will hate the one and love the other, or else he will be loyal to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve God and mammon.

25  "Therefore I say to you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or what you will drink; nor about your body, what you will put on. Is not life more than food and the body more than clothing?

26  "Look at the birds of the air, for they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not of more value than they?

27  "Which of you by worrying can add one cubit to his stature? 

28  "So why do you worry about clothing? Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow: they neither toil nor spin;

29  "and yet I say to you that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.

30  "Now if God so clothes the grass of the field, which today is, and tomorrow is thrown into the oven, will He not much more clothe you, O you of little faith?

31  "Therefore do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?'

32  "For after all these things the Gentiles seek. For your heavenly Father knows that you need all these things.

33  "But seek first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added to you.

34  "Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about its own things. Sufficient for the day is its own trouble.

►Worry is blind, and cannot discern the future; but Jesus sees the end from the beginning. In every difficulty He has His way prepared to bring relief. Our heavenly Father has a thousand ways to provide for us, of which we know nothing. Those who accept the one principle of making the service and honor of God supreme will find perplexities vanish, and a plain path before their feet. . . .  {ML 181.2}
An Arab leader tells the story of a spy who had been captured and sentenced to death by a general of the Persian army. The general had fallen upon a strange custom. He permitted the condemned person to make a choice. He could either face a firing squad or pass through the Big Black Door.

As the moment of execution drew near, the general ordered the spy brought before him for a short, final interview, the primary purpose of which was to receive the answer to the query: “Which shall it be… the firing squad or the Big Black Door?”

This was not an easy question, and the prisoner hesitated, but made it known that he much preferred the firing squad. Not long after, a volley of shots in the courtyard announced that the grim sentence had been fulfilled.

The general, staring at his boots, turned to his aide and said, “You see how it is with men: they always prefer the known way to the unknown. It is characteristic of people to be afraid of the undefined. And yet we gave him his choice.”

“What lies beyond the Big Black Door?” asked the aide. “Freedom,” replied the general, “and I’ve known only a few men brave enough to take it.” 
Fear imprisons us.  A lack of fear brings freedom.

►I am going to ask you to do something right now.  You should have a 3x5 card.  On one side of the card, I want you to write “Fear.”  On the other side “Idols.”

Now we are going to take a few minutes to make a list of those things.  This is for no one but you.  On the fear side, write down those things that make you worry, that make you feel threatened, or that you are afraid of.  On the other side write down those things that are, or could easily become your idols. 
► Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life. He who overcomes shall not be hurt by the second death.
The one with the crown of life says that.  He can take care of that problem too.  Perfect love casts out fear. Doesn’t your Bible say that?
Then the question comes, “Are you willing to trust?”

The questions are not that far apart.

They blend into the one question, “Has Jesus become the center of your life?”

If you are willing to let go of the things that you have just written down, I want you to come forward and bring that card, and put it in the shredder, saying buy that action that you are giving those things to God.  You are letting go of them, and placing your trust in him.
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