Revelation - Lesson 24 - 2:10-11
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Fill in the blanks as we study the lesson.
1. The church of Smyrna lived in persecution and poverty. The conditions of their earthly life were bitter. They were tormented, imprisoned, and killed by the Romans and the Jews. Jesus knew about all of their suffering. He encouraged them by reminding them that the conditions of life in the next world will be sweet. The temporary poverty will be replaced by riches that are permanent. Even if this life ends in defeat and death, the next life will be victorious and everlasting. The Lord instructs suffering Christians not to fear any of the unpleasant things that this world can do to us. They can do no more than to kill the body. They cannot kill the saved soul. He that is in us is greater than he that is in the world. (Mt. 10:28, 1Jn. 4:4)
2. Verse 10 - “Be thou faithful unto death.” Faithful people can be depended upon to complete the tasks that are assigned to them. God has given each of us a job to do in this world during the time that we live here. It is our duty to obey all of God’s commands. We are commanded to love Him, to love other people, to keep away from sin, to live a holy life, to tell the Gospel to the lost, to study His word, to pray, to give, and to meet together in church. We must be faithful to do all these things even if they are inconvenient, unpleasant, dangerous, or even fatal. Many in the church of Smyrna suffered and died because they were faithful Christians.
3. In the Roman Empire, pagan religion was an important part of social life. The priests at the pagan temples taught that the Roman gods were responsible for the well-being of the community. As long as the people brought sacrifices and prayers to the gods, all would be well. If there was a plague, a famine, an earthquake, or a flood, it was because the gods were angry. The Christians refused to worship the Roman gods. When disease or disaster came, the people blamed the Christians, and insisted that they must honor the gods for the good of the community. The temple priests gave a certificate to those who sacrificed. Without a certificate, a person was considered guilty of a crime against society.
4. Polycarp, the pastor of the church in Smyrna, was faithful unto death. In about the year 155 AD, he was arrested for being the leader of the Christians in Smyrna. The Roman government decided that Christianity was a politically dangerous cult. It was growing so quickly that it threatened to displace the worship of the Roman gods and the Roman emperor. When the guards came to arrest Polycarp, he prepared a meal for them, and asked if he could have an hour to pray. He prayed so fervently, that the guards were sorry that they had to arrest him. An angry mob demanded that he be put to death. The chief Roman officer felt pity for Polycarp, because he was such a gentle man, and very old. He urged the pastor to simply put a small pinch of incense into the flame by Caesar’s statue, and say “Caesar is Lord”. If not, he would be tortured and killed. Polycarp refused, because he knew that Jesus is Lord. He said, “86 years I have served Christ, and He has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?"
5. The Romans threatened to torture Polycarp, or to throw him to the wild beasts, or to burn him alive. He said, “Your fire only lasts a little while, but the fires of judgment, reserved for the ungodly, cannot be quenched.” The soldiers brought him out to burn him. They were going to nail him to the stake for the burning, but he said, “He Who gives me strength to endure the fire will enable me also to remain there unmoved, without nails.”  History says that he prayed and praised God as the fire burned, but the flames did not hurt him. Then, the executioners pierced his body with a sword, but he did not die. His flowing blood put out the fire. Finally, the soldiers started the fire again, and burned him to death. 
6. Perhaps some of the details of this story are exaggerations, but it is certain that Polycarp died as a faithful martyr. He is a good example to us, but we must never worship him or pray to him. Many religions practice what is known as “the cult of the martyrs”. They believe that the martyrs of the early church have a special status as “saints”. They often preserve bits of their bones to be honored as relics. They pray to these saints and expect that the saints will be able to work miracles to help them. This practice is never taught in the Bible. It is nothing more than paganism in a Christian disguise.
7. Verse 10 - “I will give thee a crown of life.” Jesus promised a reward to those who were faithful unto death. Some people have the mistaken idea that martyrs earn eternal salvation as a reward for giving their lives. Salvation is not a reward; it is a gift. Jesus paid the price of salvation on the cross, and offers it to us by grace. No amount of good works could ever purchase the forgiveness of our sins. Not even a martyr could be worthy of salvation.
8. Saved people who are faithful will receive a reward in the form of a crown. At the Judgment Seat of Christ, each Christian’s works will be tried by fire. (1Cor. 3:11-15) This will not determine our salvation, because that was settled forever when we trusted Christ. This will determine our reward. When we are saved, we have a foundation, which is Jesus Christ. As we live, we build our house of works. The works we do for Him are building materials of gold, silver and precious stones. The vain works we do for ourselves are wood, hay and stubble. The gold, silver, and precious stones will endure the fire. The wood, hay and stubble will burn and vanish. Our house of works will burn down, and what is left will be presented to us as a gold and silver crown, with precious stones. 

9. The Bible says many things about crowns of reward. A Greek athlete received a crown of leaves when he won a contest. His crown withered away in a few days, but our crown is “incorruptible”. It will last forever. (1Cor. 9:24-25) Paul said that the people he led to Christ were his crown. (Phil. 4:1, 1Thess. 2:19) All who love the appearing of the Lord will receive a crown of righteousness. (2Tim. 4:8) When our chief Shepherd appears, He will give us a crown of glory. (1Pet. 5:4) If we love the Lord and endure temptation, we will receive the crown of life. (James 1:12) When we meet Christ, we may cast these crowns at His feet, to show our gratitude to Him for saving us. (Rev. 4:9-11) How shameful it would be to have empty hands when we stand before Him, “saved, yet so as by fire”.
10. Verse 11 - “He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches.” These messages to the churches speak to all believers in the church age, including us. “He that overcometh shall not be hurt of the second death.” We have already learned that an overcomer is a saved person. We may have to suffer the first death (physical death), but we will never suffer the second death (eternal torment in Hell). (Rev. 21:8) Jesus said, “Ye must be born again”. If you were only born once (physically, but not spiritually), then you will die twice. If you have been born again, you will never suffer the second death. (Rev. 20:6)
