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March 17, 2013 
Revelation 2:8-11 

Pastor Larry Adams 
 

Smyrna--The Church that 
Learned through Suffering 

 
If you have your Bibles today, I’d like you to turn with me if you would to Revelation 
Chapter 2. We’re gonna be looking today at verses 8 through 11 as we look at the 
second church in this miniseries of messages on the churches of the book of 
Revelation. 

I want to give a very good morning Sunday greeting to all our folks down there at the 
Antioch campus. God bless you today. Hope you’re having a great day and thank you 
for all of your worship and all of your service and the way you’re impacting the world 
down there. We are thrilled to be worshiping together with you.  

You know, today we are looking at a subject that’s not very popular but absolutely 
necessary. It’s an understanding of a theology of suffering. Smyrna is the church that 
suffered. There are a lot of misconceptions about why we go through the trials, why we 
go through the hardship, why stuff happens in the world. Many times we end up blaming 
God for things that aren’t his fault at all. In fact, as we get further into this we learn that 
the trials and the suffering of our life are necessary. They are expected. When we 
understand why they’re there, it can put a whole new perspective on why we go through 
what we do sometimes. The church of Smyrna had to learn those lessons. 

When Jesus met John on the island of Patmos and told him to write these letters to the 
seven churches, this is the letter he dictated to John to be given to the church at 
Smyrna: 

To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: 

These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and 
came to life again. 9 I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are 
rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are 
a synagogue of Satan. 10 Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I 
tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will 
suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I 
will give you the crown of life. 
11 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He 
who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death. 

Let’s pray for a moment. 

Lord, I can’t think of any words that were more encouraging than these to a church that 
was faithful, living for you in a city in an Empire and at the time when it was costing 
them to be faithful. Yet this is the message you wanted sent to them to encourage their 
hearts and to give them an eternal perspective.  
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I pray today, God, that you would speak to us. We may not be facing yet imprisonment 
or hardship or persecution in the classic sense for our faith, but we go through trials all 
the time. There’s not anybody in this room who isn’t experiencing them to some degree. 
Help us, Lord, to understand this message and the things that we are learning together 
through the times of suffering, and we’ll thank you, God. In Jesus’ name, Amen.  

I remember a few years ago, there was a couple that came to see me. They were 
looking for some advice. I said, “Well, how can I help?” 

They said, “Well, we’re contemplating a move to the Midwest, and we want to know if 
it’s God’s will.”  

I said, “Well, I don’t know for sure if it’s God’s will that you move to the Midwest, but tell 
me the process. Tell me what you’re thinking.” They described it all how they had 
prayed about it, taken time. There was a job waiting for them back there, a house back 
there where they could live in a great neighborhood. They could be closer to family. It  
met a lot of their life goals.  

After all that discussion they said, “You know, it really seems like God is leading us.” 

I said, “You know, I can’t know with certainty, but it sure does seem like God is leading 
you to move to the Midwest.” 

They said, “That’s what we were afraid of.” 

I said, “What you mean by that?” 

They said, “Well, we went through this process a while ago, and we made a move like 
this. All the lights were green, and everything seemed to line up. We thought it was 
God’s will. We went back there, and it was a disaster. Things went wrong. There was 
suffering and trials. It was horrible. We had to move back. We obviously got something 
wrong.” 

I said them, “Wherever did you get that idea?” 

“What idea?” 

“That if you’re following God’s will and doing everything he tells you to do that it’s gonna 
be easy or smooth. Wherever did you get that idea? Because I can tell you you certainly 
didn’t get it out of the Bible.”  

In fact, if you go through the Scriptures and listen to what Jesus and the apostles are 
saying, you got a very clear picture of what life on planet earth is really gonna be like. 
Jesus said, “I’ve not come to bring peace but a sword.” In John 16 he told the 
disciples, “In this world you will have trouble.”  

Paul told the people he loved, “Everyone who desires to live a godly life in Christ Jesus 
will be persecuted.” How about that one?  

Or how about in the Beatitudes: 

Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you, and falsely say all 
kinds of evil against you because of me. That’s when you’re blessed. 
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Rejoice in your sufferings.  Dear friends, don’t be surprised at the painful trial 
you’re suffering as though something strange were happening to you.  But in the 
measure that you suffer as a Christian, rejoice that you have the privilege of 
bearing that name.  

It isn’t that being a Christian isn’t a joy. It is. In fact, there is no real joy without Jesus, 
and God has given us many good things to enjoy. But the call to follow Jesus is not a 
call to a smooth and easy life. We gotta get that out of our minds. People are constantly 
blaming God for what he’s already told us will be happening if we choose to follow him 
in a world that doesn’t love him. In fact, the closer you get to Jesus and the more you 
live for him, “the more the world will hate you,” he said.  

Last week I quoted from a book by my friend, Ken Hutcherson, called Before All Hell 
Breaks Loose.” It is a book about the seven churches of Revelation. In it he asked this 
question: 

Do you know that the Judeo-Christian religious system is the only thing standing 
in the way of the world doing whatever wants to do? And because of that the 
world says we’re making them feel guilty about what they naturally are inclined to 
do. Think about it. If the church was not involved, if religion was not around, if 
that code of morality wasn’t lifted high, what would the world do? Anything. 
Everything. No holds barred.  

Jesus Christ says, “They hated me, and I was perfect. When it comes to you 
and me as a church, believe me, we will be disliked if we stand up for 
what’s right.” So why are we so taken aback when it happens? 

Hutch went on to say: 

When the church stands up like that in this world there’s going to be pressure, 
tribulation, trouble, and angry people unable to understand how a church that 
believes in a loving God could raise such a stink. 

That’s not a gospel you hear much these days. It doesn’t sell a lot of books or CDs. 
Most often you’re told that suffering shouldn’t be happening to you at all. You shouldn’t 
be going through trials. If you are it’s because you’re either sinning or you don’t have 
enough faith. You ever heard that? That’s the prosperity gospel. By the way, that’s not 
believed in a lot of places around the world outside of America. It’s one of the few 
places a gospel like that could ever be preached that anybody would believe it. Most of 
the Christians of the world would laugh in your face if you told them that. 

Have you ever read the names and the situations in God’s faithful Hall of Fame? In 
Hebrews 11, the writer of Hebrew says in verse 32: 

And what more shall I say? I do not have time to tell about Gideon, Barak, 
Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel and the prophets, 33 who through faith 
conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and gained what was promised; who 
shut the mouths of lions, 34 quenched the fury of the flames, and escaped the 
edge of the sword; whose weakness was turned to strength; and who became 
powerful in battle and routed foreign armies. 35 Women received back their dead, 
raised to life again.  
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Man, who doesn’t want all that stuff? That’s the stuff we read and we think, “Yeah, that’s 
what faith does. Victory. Power.” But we sometimes don’t read the rest of it: 

Others were tortured and refused to be released so that they might gain a better 
resurrection. 36 Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained 
and put in prison. 37 They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to 
death by the sword. They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, 
persecuted and mistreated— 38 the world was not worthy of them. They 
wandered in deserts and mountains, and caves and holes in the ground. 

Now, what do you say to that group of people, “You’re going through that because 
there’s sin in your life or you don’t have enough faith”? 

The writer of Hebrews went on to say in verse 39: 

These were all commended for their faith, yet none of them received what had 
been promised. 40 God had planned something better for us so that only together 
with us would they be made perfect. 

That’s the key. You see the word “perfect” means “to bring to an end” or “to bring to 
completion, a perfect completion.” What’s the completed end for the Christian? Well, 
Paul told us in Romans 8 verse 29, “For those God foreknew he also predestined to be 
conformed to the likeness of his son.” That’s the end of this. That’s what it means to be 
a Christian. I’m being transformed into the likeness of Jesus so that someday I will be 
just like him. I won’t be God, but I will wear his image perfectly. It will be completed. 

How am I or you or anyone for that matter gonna become like Jesus? Well, it’s not 
gonna happen without suffering. That’s how Jesus was completed or perfected in his 
complete humanity, and that’s how we’re gonna be completed in our likeness of him. It 
tells us in Hebrews 5 verse 7: 

During the days of Jesus’ life on earth, he offered up prayers and petitions with 
loud cries and tears to the one who could save him from death, and he was 
heard because of his reverent submission.  

Do you hear that? Jesus’ life was marked by “loud cries and tears.” That doesn’t sound 
like an easy road. It goes on to say in Hebrews 5 verse 8: 

Although he was a son, he learned obedience from what he suffered 9 and, once 
made perfect – 

Or complete in his humanity learning exactly what was fully involved in being human: 

Once made perfect, he became the source of eternal salvation for all who obey 
him. 

You see, we can’t reason the perfect end of becoming like Jesus unless we are shaped 
and transformed into his likeness the same way he was perfected or completed and 
shaped into our humanity. It happened through suffering. 
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You see, that was the message in this letter to the church at Smyrna. Jesus told them, 
“I know your afflictions and your poverty yet you’re rich. I know you’re going 
through this hardship, but you’re richer than you think because what you’re 
experiencing is producing what I’m doing in everyone, and you’re living it out. 
You’re living it out.” 

What a place to live for Jesus, this place called Smyrna. Smyrna was about 40 miles 
north of Ephesus. Today in Turkey it is the modern city of Izmar. In the days of John it 
was a large city, over 200,000 in population. It was a wealthy city. It was a beautiful city.  

Among their many beautiful paved streets was a major Empire-known, east-west 
thoroughfare called the Golden Street that ran through Smyrna. It was quite a place. On 
one end was the temple to Savelli, on the other the temple to Zeus, and in between 
along the way were temples to Apollo and Aesculapius and Aphrodite. It was a very 
religious pagan city, but it became most noted as the center for emperor worship in the 
Roman Empire.  

You see, Smyrna got in a lottery amongst the primary chief cities of the Empire to build 
the first temple to the Roman Emperor Tiberius who had illusions that he himself was 
God. So Smyrna won out. They won the right to build the first temple for emperor 
worship. Then later under Emperor Domitian, emperor worship became mandatory for 
everyone in the Empire. Annually, each citizen must come to an altar of a temple to the 
emperor. They had to take a pinch of incense, and they had to put it on the altar in front 
of the Roman officials and say, “Caesar is Lord.” If you didn’t do that you were 
considered to be a traitor to the State and in defiance of the emperor. 

It was probably more of a political statement than a religious one, but you were still 
required to make it. So many Smyrnan Christians refuse to comply, declaring only that 
Jesus is Lord. They paid a terrible price for it. Remember, they’re in the chief city of 
emperor worship, and they’re asked to come every year before this temple and take the 
pinch and put it in and say, “Caesar is Lord,” and they say, “We refuse.” 

First of all they would be cut off from commerce and business. That’s why Jesus said, “I 
know your afflictions and your poverty.” Imagine trying to live in a city where you’re 
blacklisted so you couldn’t buy or sell anything. They began by losing everything for the 
sake of Christ. Then if they refused again they could be imprisoned and eventually 
tortured and killed because they would not deny Jesus.  

In fact, one of the early Christian bishops, Polycarp, Bishop of Smyrna, friend of the 
apostle John, was so faithful to Jesus he was leading the effort. They eventually call 
Polycarp in at the age of 86. At their last attempt to make him take the incense and put 
it on the altar, he refused to do it. Eighty-six year old bishop, one of the godliest men 
who’s ever walked the planet. They took him outside, tied him to a stake, and burned 
him in the public square, because he refused. The rest of the church saw that. 

Can you imagine going to the people at Smyrna and saying, “You know, it’s gotta be 
because you’re sinning too much. You just don’t have enough faith.” But Jesus sent 
them a very different message. He put the issue of suffering as a Christian in its proper 
perspective. He told them that Christians who seek to live godly lives in an ungodly 
world can expect to go through trials and suffering. Why is that? To learn to become  
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more like Jesus. What do you learn in this suffering? Jesus tells them you learn that 
Jesus is your hope, and he’s enough, and that Jesus’ promises are true and that he can 
be trusted. Jesus is our hope and he is enough. 

In verse 8, John wrote: 

“To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: 

These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and 
came to life again. Jesus said,9 I know your afflictions and your poverty—
yet you are rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are 
not, but are a synagogue of Satan. “To the angel of the church in Smyrna 
write: 

These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and 
came to life again. 9 I know your afflictions and your poverty—yet you are 
rich! I know the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are 
a synagogue of Satan.  

Some years ago I was calling back a lady named Jean. Without knowing it, I dialed the 
wrong number. When the lady picked up on the other end I said, “Hello, is this Jean?” 

She said, “Yes.” 

I said, “Hi, this is Pastor Larry.” 

“Who?” 

“This is Pastor Larry from Golden Hills.” 

“Yes?” 

I carried on a conversation with this very polite and gracious lady for several minutes, 
solving all kinds of issues she doesn’t have. Finally, she broke in it and she said, “Sir, 
sir, that’s all very nice, but I think you have the wrong Jean. You have a wrong number.” 

You can think you’ve got the right person, you can be sincere and have all the faith in 
the world, but your efforts aren’t gonna amount to much if you’re not in touch with the 
right person. Hope is only as good as the object of our hope. That’s why we need to 
know that the one we hope in is the true Jesus, and that’s why Jesus wasted no time in 
telling this suffering church exactly who he was. This is the Jesus we need to know 
because this is the one into whose image we’re being shaped. “These are the words 
of him who is the First and the Last.” 

Some years ago our denomination, Converge Worldwide, held their annual meeting at 
the time in Santa Clara. Karla and I were working down there serving in childcare. I was 
in charge of five-year-old boys. There was a roomful of them. At bathroom time I was 
supposed to get them in a line against the wall, march them down the hall to the 
bathroom and have them go in.  

There are a lot of stories from that experience let me tell you. One of the things I 
remembered was that I had this long line of five-year-old boys and I’d say, “Okay, let’s 
march to the bathroom.” Well, if I’m in the back of the line keeping an eye on everybody, 
the little guys in the front would sit down or they would just go on their own. They would 
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not do anything. So I’d run to the front of the line, get them back, and the guys in the 
back were doing what they wanted. So I’d run to the back and try to get them, and the 
guys in the front were doing their rebellious thing again. I’m running back and forth, up 
and down the hall, just trying to get to move them. I thought to myself, “Man, wouldn’t it 
be great if I could just be in the front and the back at the same time then I could be able 
to control everything in between.”  

I thought of that this week when I was reading these words to the church at Smyrna 
where Jesus said, “I am the First and the Last.” He’s telling them, “You can put your 
whole hope and trust in me because I’m the First and the Last. I’m the Beginning 
and the End. I was here before all the trials began, and I’ll be here when they’re all 
over. I’m with you at the front. I’m with you at the back. I’m in charge of 
everything in between.”  

You see, the natural reaction in trials and suffering is to feel abandoned by God, isn’t it? 
How many times have we said to ourself in the midst of whatever we’re going through 
when it goes on long enough, “Where is God in this?” I mean, being honest that’s what 
you ask. “Where is God in this? Has he lost control? Why is this happening? Does he 
still love me?” It raises questions. You see, the problem is we might be near the end of 
the line or we might be near the front of the line or we might be somewhere in the 
middle in this whole unfolding plan of eternity and we can’t see all the things that are 
going on in the front or all the things that are going on behind. We can’t see God and 
how he’s working in all of these situations, in the good and the bad and everything in 
between.  

We can’t see it, but Jesus can see it because he’s there. He knows how it all fits 
together. In fact, one of the most comforting things you can hear from God in the midst 
of trials is exactly what Jesus told the suffering Christians at Smyrna, “I know. I know. I 
know what you’re going through.” Verse 9, “I know your afflictions and  your 
poverty. I know it. I know it all. I haven’t abandoned you. I’m in it with you. I know 
the lies people are saying about you. I know the slander of those who say they 
are Jews and are not. They’re a synagogue of Satan. They don’t represent me and 
I know it. I know what they’re saying about you. I know who’s behind it all,” verse 
10. “The devil will do this. He’ll put some of you in prison to test you. I know 
what’s coming. I know it all. I’m in charge of it right down to the last detail. Ten 
days you’re going to suffer.”  

That’s a phrase where it’s hard to know if it’s ten specific days or just a phrase of that 
time meaning “a short time.” But Jesus said, “I know the limits of exactly what’s 
coming. I know it all, and I know who’s behind it. I know what’s gonna happen. 
Some of you may die in this conflict, but be faithful and I will give you the crown 
of life. So in the midst of whatever you’re through, don’t think I’ve abandoned 
you, I know what’s going on.” 

Jesus is the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End. He sees and knows all 
things. He is all powerful and controls all things, so who better to put your hope and 
trust in than the eternal one who sees and knows all things? Not only the First and the 
Last, he told them, “I’m the First and the Last, who died and came to life again.”  
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The word “Smyrna” means “bitter.” It’s related to the word “myrrh,” you know, that spice 
that is used in burial preparations? Christians knew that Smyrna knew that death was a 
daily reality if you chose to follow Jesus. It wasn’t a matter of if but more likely when you 
would finally be called to give your life up for him.  

You think the Smyrnans were afraid? Put yourself in that situation. Imagine a 
government with officials who were right outside the doors today who are gonna come 
in a moment and say, “It’s time for so-and-so and so-and-so and so-and-so,” and they 
call out your name and they say, “We want you to come with us to the temple of the 
emperor, and it’s time to do the pledge of incense.”  

Your names are called out. You’re led out into the lobby, and you’re gonna march with 
them down to the temple to do this, and you have to decide between here and there 
what you’re gonna do. You think the Smyrnans were afraid? You bet they were. So 
Jesus told them in verse 10, “Don’t be afraid”: 

Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put 
some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten 
days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of 
life. 

“Don’t be afraid. Be faithful.”  

Do you know what the opposite of faith is? It’s fear. The opposite of faith is not unbelief. 
The opposite of faith is fear. Because if you really have faith that Jesus is who he says 
he is then you don’t have to be afraid even of death because you know it can’t touch 
you. It might take your body, but it can never touch you. Fear is the opposite of faith.  

Do you remember in Mark Chapter 4 beginning in verse 35 the time that Jesus was out 
on the lake in the storm? He’s asleep in the back of the boat. Do you remember that? 
This storm comes up that must’ve been a whopper because these seasoned fisherman 
were terrified it says. They wake Jesus up, “Lord, don’t you care that we’re drowning?”  

He comes to the front of the boat and he says, “Hush, be still” and he calms the storm. 
Then you remember what he said to them? “Why are you so afraid?”  

Every time I read that I think, “Why were they so afraid? Man, they need a diaper 
change. These guys knew they were going down.”  

“Why are you so afraid?” But he said to them, “Why are you so afraid? Do you still 
have no faith?” Interesting isn’t it? But fear is the opposite of faith. “The storm is 
powerful and the threat of death is real, but have you forgotten who is in your 
boat? You can’t die because I am the Life.” Jesus told these Smyrnan Christians, “I 
was dead, and I came to life again. Death couldn’t hold me, and if you’re in me it 
ain’t gonna hold you either. So realize that this suffering is producing in you 
something that can’t be produced in any other way, so don’t think something’s 
gone wrong. Let it build your hope that you are really mine.” That’s why people like 
Paul and Peter and so many others came to know that suffering for them was not only 
expected, it was necessary. 

You remember Paul’s writing in Philippians 3 from a jail cell near the end of his life? 
Philippians 3 verse 7: 
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Whatever was my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. 8 What’s more, 
I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing 
Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them 
rubbish that I may gain Christ9 and be found in him, not having a righteousness 
of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ 
Jesus, the righteous that comes from God and is by faith. 

Now, look at this: 
10 I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of 
sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11and so somehow to 
attain to the resurrection from the dead. 

“I want to know what Jesus knew. I want to be like him.”  

Or what Peter wrote in 1 Peter 4 verse 12: 

Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name. 17 For it is 
time for judgment to begin with God’s household; and if it begins with us, what 
will the outcome be for those who do not obey the gospel of God? 

 

Dear friends, don’t be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering as though 
something strange were happening to you. 13But rejoice that you participate in 
the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 
14If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit 
of glory and of God rests on you. 15 If you suffer, it should not be as a murderer 
or thief or any other kind of criminal, or even as a meddler. 

In other words, “Don’t go out and start causes messes so people will persecute you and 
arrest you. That’s not what we’re talking about.”  

16However, if you suffer as a Christian, don’t be ashamed but praise God that you 
bear that name. 

Thomas A. Kempis, is one of the great church fathers from the 12th century. In his book 
called The Imitation of Christ -- I have a copy of it to my office. Thankfully it’s translated 
making it easy, obviously, to read. But I find this interesting from a Christian leader 800 
years ago who wrote this: 

Jesus has now many who love his heavenly kingdom but few who carry his 
cross. He has many who desire consolation, but few who desire tribulation. He 
finds more to share his table, few his fasting. All wish to rejoice with him, few 
want to bear anything for him. Many follow Jesus to the breaking of bread, but 
few to drinking the cup of suffering.  

How can people have an outlook, a perspective, a faith like this only if you know and 
have your hope in the one who is the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End, the 
one who died and came to life again? Because when you know you live forever 
because he lives forever, you can face any trial and emerge victorious. When going  
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through trials and suffering, remember in whom you’ve placed your hope: Jesus, the 
First and the Last; Jesus, the one who died and came to life again; Jesus, our hope and 
he is enough.  

Not only did they learn that Jesus is their hope and that he is enough, but Jesus’ 
promises are true and they can be trusted. Verse 10: 

Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put 
some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten 
days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of 
life. 
11 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He 
who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death.” 

On PBS there is a sponsor in Sacramento called Silver Star Motors. Every once in a 
while when they run an ad they used to have their jingle at the end that said this: 
“Where service is not just a promise, it’s a fact.” 

I used to hear that and I think, “Isn’t that interesting. A promise must not be worth much 
to most people because they’re saying, ‘Our service is not just the promise, it’s a fact.’ I 
would’ve thought that a promise and a fact would be the same.” I’ve heard they’ve since 
changed their jingle, but that original jingle reflected a phenomenon in our culture that  
promises don’t mean much. In a world where so many people say, “I do” and then they 
don’t; in a world where you’ve gotta scrutinize the small print on a simple contract 
because if you don’t you’re gonna get taken; in a world where we learn not to trust what 
people say because words have little or no meaning, promises don’t come to mean 
much. But you never have to worry about that with Jesus because his word, every word, 
is a promise. By the way, there’s no promise Jesus has ever made to date that hasn’t 
been fulfilled that he said would be fulfilled.  

So what promise did Jesus make to these suffering Christians? He said: 

Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life. 

You see, Smyrna’s buildings were covered with pictures and carvings of pagan gods, 
war heroes, athletes wearing garland crowns, symbols of victory and honor and 
completion. Jesus had promised a crown of life to all who are faithful. Many who 
marched past these walls in Smyrna on their way to execution would be reminded of the 
crown of victory, and they would realize and see their execution in a very different light. 
“We are marching to our crowning victory celebration.”  

That’s why when God speaks of suffering he also speaks of the crown. You ever notice 
that? The Lord’s brother, James, in his letter James 1 verse 12: 

Blessed is the man who perseveres under trial because, when he has stood the 
test, he will receive the crown of life that the Lord has promised to those who love 
him. 
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By the way, one of the things that spurred these Smyrnans on to face that kind of 
trouble and even death was not just the crown of life, but did you see who’s gonna put it 
on their head? “I will give you the crown of life.” They realized at that celebration 
ceremony of them going to be with Jesus that Christ was gonna take the crown of life 
and put it on their heads.  

He also promised, verse 11, “He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the 
second death.” It’s not the first death we are to fear, it’s the second one that’s the 
killer. The first death, being spiritually dead and separated from God and then dying 
physically, is not the ultimate problem. It’s the second death. The second death is when 
you’re put away from God forever because you’ve never trusted in Jesus for your 
forgiveness and eternal life so that when you die the first death you’re put away forever 
in the second death.  

Later on, Jesus would reveal to John in Revelation 20 verse 11. John said: 

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky 
fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. 

You will not be able to escape this judgment. There’s nowhere to go. 
12 I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were 
opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were 
judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. 13 The sea 
gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that 
were in them, and each person was judged according to what they had done. 
14 Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the 
second death. 15 If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he 
was thrown into the lake of fire. 

How do you get your name in the book of life? You gotta belong to the one who is the 
life. You gotta by faith have come to trust Jesus Christ as your Savior. His death, burial, 
and resurrection is your own. You have to invite Christ to live in your life. You have to 
follow him as Lord and Savior. You need to be born again. You need to have life in 
Christ if you’re gonna have your name written in the book of life. Otherwise, you’re 
gonna be judged by your own deeds. You’ll never make it. That’s why Jesus said in 
verse 11; 

He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death. 

The word “overcomes” means “prevails.” “He who sees it through to the victory, who 
doesn’t give up, who doesn’t lose faith, who doesn’t stop. They trust in Christ all 
the way.” You see, there’s a big contrast in the final outcome between those who trust 
Jesus and overcome and those who don’t.  

Revelation 21 verse 1: 

I saw “a new heaven and a new earth,” for the first heaven and the earth passed 
away, and there was no longer any sea. 2 I saw the Holy City, the new 
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully 
dressed for her husband. 3 And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now 
the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his 
people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. 
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Look at this: 
4 ‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death’ or 
mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” 
5 He who was seated on the throne said, “I am making everything new!” Then he 
said, “Write this down, for these words are trustworthy and true.” 
6 He said to me: “It is done. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and 
the End. To him who is thirsty I will give to drink without cost from the spring of 
the water of life. 7 He who overcomes will inherit all this, and I will be his God and 
he will be my son. 

Wow, I want to be an overcomer, Jesus. Verse 8: 
8 But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, 
those who practice magic arts, the idolaters and all liars—their place will be in the 
fiery lake of burning sulfur. This is the second death.” 

Now, if you’re guilty of any of those things -- and all of us are to some degree -- that’s 
why you need Jesus. He forgives you and you pass from death to life. You don’t have to 
worry about this. Jesus said, “You trust in me you won’t have to worry because you 
won’t be hurt at all by the second death. When you die, faithfully trusted in me, 
you’re coming home, and I’ll give you the crown of life that be yours forever. 
That’s my promise, and my promises can always be trusted.”  

Karla and I lost a good friend of ours a couple years ago, Ron Carlson, president of an 
international ministry. He spoke all over the world. He spoke on occults and false 
religions. He was a very gifted man. I remember one of the times Ron was here 
presenting all of that material. He told the story of a man he had met while he was 
traveling in a Cambodian refugee camp. Ron related that he saw this guy running 
around helping everybody and serving everybody. He looked rather destitute himself, 
but there was something different about him, so Ron talked to the guy and the guy said: 

I lost everything when the Pol Pot regime took over our country. Communist 
terrorists came into our village and forced me, my wife, and our two children 
outside. They lined us up against the wall of our home and asked if we were 
Christians. I said, “Yes, we are.” They demanded that we denounce our ties to 
Christ and we refused, so they stuck a gun under my daughter’s chin and 
demanded that we deny Christ or she would die. My daughter looked at me and 
shook her head “No.”  

We said, “We refuse.” They shot her dead, and she fell at my feet.  

They put the gun under my son’s chin and demanded we deny Christ. My son 
looked at me and shook his head “No.”  

He said, “We refuse,” and they shot my son dead. 

They put the gun under my wife’s chin and made the same demand. My wife 
said, “No,” and they shot her dead.  

They put the gun under my chin. They told me to deny Christ. I refused. He said, 
“I closed my eyes ready to die and all I heard was this sickening laughter.”  
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They said, “We’re gonna let you live to suffer with the pain of your dead family.” 

Ron said, “Here I am standing with this man joyfully serving Jesus in these terrible 
conditions, having been through all of that and so much more.  

When I can barely take that in, the man looks at me and says, “I count it a privilege to 
suffer for Jesus, don’t you?”  

Ron said, “Could you imagine in that moment me telling in this guy, “You know, the 
reason you’re suffering is that you’ve got a little too much sin in your life,” or, “You know 
why you’re suffering? You don’t have enough faith.”  

Jesus would say, “Brother, you and your family are suffering for me. I know what 
you’re going through, and I know why. I want you to know that I’m right there with 
you, and it isn’t for nothing. I’m using this to accomplish eternal things you can’t 
see. Remember, I’m the First and the Last, the one who died and rose again. My 
promises are good for you. You’re becoming more like me.” 

You see, we may not be called to suffer imprisonment or torture or execution like so 
many Christians at Smyrna or others around the world but then again we may. But we 
are gonna suffer trials and inconvenience and frustration and pain and illness and 
hardship and ridicule and loneliness and loss and sacrifice at times in our Christian life. 
When the hardships come and you’ve been faithful, remember, God is working to 
perfect us using our lives to accomplish his eternal purposes just as he promised. 
“Don’t be afraid,” he said, “Be faithful.”  

As Paul told the Corinthians in 2 Corinthians 4 verse 16: 

Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet 
inwardly we are being renewed day by day. 17 For our light and momentary 
troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. 18 So we 
fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is 
temporary, but what is unseen is eternal. 

Remember the lessons the Christians at Smyrna learned. Jesus is our hope and he is 
enough. Jesus has promised us victory, and his promises can be trusted. 

Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.  
11He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.  

You are being made in the likeness of Jesus. 

Father, I want to thank you for today. I want thank you, God, for this word, this letter to a 
church with whom you found no fault. Though they were not perfect, you knew that they 
were living it out as you called them to live it. We’re facing a lot of stuff too, nothing at 
this level, but we may. I pray you’ll help us to see the trials and sufferings in a whole 
new light. Thank you, God, for being there to help us with this and for being who you 
are, the one who truly is in control and whose promises are good. And we’ll thank you, 
Lord, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

 


