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This past January we introduced the concept of A Decade on Purpose, trying to get people to think 

about what the next ten years are for you and what it would mean for you to live those ten years on 

purpose. That may seem rather obvious but I would suggest to you that the majority of people will 

waste the next ten years.  You have to be very intentional. You have to be very thoughtful to live for 

the things that ultimately matter.  Now when we talk about living for the things that matter—the 

things that last—again that may seem rather obvious, but I don’t know that it is always quite that 

obvious.  Certainly the things that this world values are not the things that will ultimately last. 

 

Go back a couple of thousand years ago to the 1st century, when the Roman Empire was in 

opposition to this small fledgling band of Christ-followers called the Church.  The Empire is 

seeking to stomp out this pesky little movement.  It must have seemed like the odds were totally in 

favor of the powerful Roman Empire versus this small fledgling movement called the Church.  Yet 

here we are two thousand years later. The Church is thriving around the world and the Roman 

Empire is ancient history.  It’s not always obvious what lasts and what doesn’t last.  Mike 

mentioned it earlier: When we think about living for what matters, we do have to process the fact 

that there is a cost.  We have to think about the price.  There are places in the world today, just as it 

was two thousand years ago, where Christians understand if they are going to stand up for Jesus, 

they are likely to be imprisoned and executed.  But that is not the culture in which we live.  That’s 

why I would like us to consider this thought this morning: In the culture in which we live, it may be 

much easier to die for Christ than it is to live for Christ.   

 

If you have a Bible, turn with us to Revelation, Chapter 2.  We are in the midst of our study, Which 

Church has it right? and we’re using the seven churches of Revelation as our guide.  Last week we 

discovered the church that has it right is the church that cultivates a dynamic, passionate love affair 

with Jesus.  The invitation of the Gospel is an invitation to have a love affair with the Savior who 

died for you.  But the invitation of the Gospel is also an invitation to give your life, to spend your 

life on that which matters forever.  That’s what we want to talk about this morning. 

 

Verse 8: 

 

“And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: (*NASB, Revelation 2:8a)  

 

The second letter goes to the city of Smyrna.  We’re going to put a map up on the screen, just to 

give you some idea of how this looks.  To the left there is the Aegean Sea; you have the city of 

Ephesus; you go about forty or forty-five miles to the northwest, and you run into Smyrna and, if 

you look at the seven churches, it just kind of makes a loop back around.  But that gives you a little 

bit of perspective. 

 

It is important to understand some of the background of Smyrna in order to understand this letter.  

Like Ephesus, Smyrna was a happening city.  Ephesus probably was the most significant city but 

Smyrna really was trying to put forth itself as the lead city of Asia. As a matter of fact some of the 

coinage from Smyrna in the 1
st
 century actually said on the coins, ―Lead City‖ or ―First City of 
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Asia.‖  So there was this competition between Ephesus and Pergamum (which was the actual 

capital) and Smyrna as to which city was the lead city—which city was the most significant city.  

Smyrna was one of the three vying for this title.  It was a city that was very beautiful—that was one 

of their boasting points—surrounded by hills and temples, made what looked like a wreath.  As a 

matter of fact historians referred to it as the Wreath of Smyrna—a very beautiful place.  It was also 

a port city.  They controlled the river valley that came in there.  If you controlled the port, if you 

controlled the river, you were a center of commerce—lots of money, lots of activity.  It was also a 

city of intellectual learning; they boasted advances in science and medicine.  It was the hometown 

of Homer.  For those of you that might need a little assistance with that, this is Homer the great 

Greek poet, not Homer Simpson (Laughter)…just to clarify there.  But this was the hometown of 

Homer—the place of great education, of great learning.  

 

It also was a religious center.  It was a place that boasted many famous temples.  There was a street 

that was called the Golden Street—ran East to West—and at one end of the street was the great 

temple to Zeus and at the other end was the temple to a goddess called Cybele, who was basically a 

goddess of nature. These were the anchor temples and then the street was lined with temples to 

familiar gods such as Apollo or Aphrodite—gods and goddesses like that.  So it was a place of 

significant religious activity. 

 

It was also a city with a very interesting history.  Seven hundred years earlier the city had been 

completely destroyed and wiped out.  The city lay in ruins for about two hundred years. Then the 

city was magnificently rebuilt.  So they, in essence, boasted their own death and resurrection 

story—which they were very proud of.  In about AD 23—during the lifetime of Jesus—the Roman 

Empire had a bit of a contest, if you will, to see which city would be the center for emperor 

worship.  There were eleven cities vying for that title and Smyrna won the title.  So very early on 

they endeared themselves to the Roman government, got certain perks and privileges because of 

that and it was very important to them, again, to achieve the title of First City, or Lead City of Asia. 

 

As was true of most of the Roman emperors, the current emperor had declared himself to be lord 

and god and required worship.  To choose not to worship the emperor was typically the penalty of 

death.  The current emperor was Titus Flavius Domitian, started in AD 80-81 and went up to AD 

96. So these letters are written around AD 95—right at the tail end of the emperor’s rule.  He was 

very aggressive in requiring the Roman citizens to worship him as lord and god.  If you refused, 

then it was the penalty of imprisonment and most likely death.  Now a logical question is, ―How 

would you police that?‖  Well they figured that out. Once a year you had to go to the emperor’s 

temple. You had to offer incense and you had to, with that incense, declare that the emperor was 

Lord and God and then you got a certificate.  If you did not have your annual certificate, you could 

not prove that you had declared him to be god; then you were subject to persecution.  Most believe 

that’s the reason why John was banished to the island of Patmos—because of his refusal to worship 

the emperor as lord and god.  This is also, then, what is happening with the Christians in Smyrna.  It 

was a very dangerous place.  The combination of Smyrna’s zealous activity to be liked by the 

empire, in addition to the emperor wanting to be worshipped, created an environment that was very 

zealous for emperor worship, which made an environment that was very difficult on the Christians.  

 

Even some sixty years later the well-known disciple of John, by the name of Polycarp, at the age of 

eighty-six, was burned alive at the stake because of his refusal to recant and his refusal to worship 

the emperor.  As a matter of fact, when Polycarp was tied to the stake and given one last chance to 

recant, he uttered words that history recorded and have been repeated for centuries:  ―For eighty-six 

years I have served Christ and He has never let me down.  How could I now blaspheme my King 
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who has saved me?‖  And with that, the fire was lit and he was consumed.  So you get a sense of the 

culture, of the danger, of the risk.  It was a very dark, difficult place and that becomes obvious in 

the letter: 

 

…the first and the last, who was dead, and has come to life, says this: (Vs. 8b) 

 

Now I want to talk about that for just a minute.  This is the second time Jesus has described Himself 

that way.  John tells us at the beginning of Revelation, Chapter 1, the very first verse, that the 

purpose of Revelation is not the unveiling of time-lines and events and charts.  It is the unveiling of 

Jesus Christ.  Jesus has described Himself now twice ...the first and the last, the One who was 

dead and has come to life.  The essence of that is that He is the One who has always been; He is 

the One who will always be; He is the One who has conquered death once and for all.  Think about 

that message for these dear Christians living at that level of persecution.  We’ve talked about it 

before. The end result of Biblical prophecy is not the ability to predict the future.  It is to understand 

the unveiling of Jesus Christ and, at the end of the day, Jesus wins!  These people must have 

wondered many times, ―Have we made the right decision?‖  You have this mammoth Roman 

Empire and this little fledgling group of Christ-followers and they must have wondered, ―Are we 

making the right decision?‖  When you see your children tortured and executed, when you see your 

loved ones tortured and executed, you have to back up and say, ―Are we doing the right thing?‖  

And what they needed to know right there is not about eschatological charts and graphs; what they 

needed to know was: Does Jesus win?  When you understand biblical prophecy up against the 

backdrop of what these people were against, it helps you sort out what it is and is not about.  At the 

end of the day they needed to know who wins.   

 

We have what we refer to—in biblical interpretation—as the law of the first reader which means 

you always try to take the biblical truth through the grid of the first readers:  What would they have 

understood?  How would they have processed it? ...before you jump to our own cultural context.  

Because we’re always interpreting Scripture in our own context, we have certain biases; we have 

certain conditions that affect our interpretation.  As much as possible we try to sort that out.   

 

Let me give you an example of that.  The history of this church and our Fundamentalist movement 

is what’s referred to as Dispensational Theology.  That means something to some of you; it doesn’t 

mean anything to some of you, but that’s basically the background that we come from.  It’s a certain 

way of organizing the theology of Scripture.  In our system the End Times Theology, that was 

promoted very strongly, is that the next event is the Rapture of the Church—the removal of the 

Church from this Earth—then seven years of Tribulation, then the Return of Christ, then the 

Millennial Kingdom.  If you’ve read Tim LaHaye’s Left Behind series, that’s Dispensational Pre-

Tribulation Theology and that message was promoted over and over again.  That may be correct.  It 

may not be correct.  There are scholars on all sides of this and it’s really unclear.  When that 

eschatology—when that End Times Theology—was promoted, the selling point was that the next 

event is the Rapture of the Church and that will happen before things get really bad.  So we 

dispensationalists would sigh a huge sigh of relief, ―Whew, that’s good to hear!‖  (Laughter).  

―When it gets really bad, man, we’re out of here!‖  That was the selling point.  Now imagine trying 

to sell that point to a 1st century Christian in Smyrna. ―Hey folks, I know it’s tough but this is the 

good news! You’re going to be raptured out of here before it gets bad!‖  It was bad!  It was 

horrible!  That would have made no sense.  The only place where that makes sense is in a place like 

America and that’s why that theology is so popular in America—because it makes sense to us. 

We’d like to be out of here before it gets bad.  But let’s imagine today a father in the Middle East 

who takes his stand for Christ and is forced at gunpoint, after being tied up, to watch his daughter 
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systematically raped and tortured and put to death—which happens every day in the Middle East to 

Christian families.  And you’re going to tell him, ―By the way this is the good news! We’re going to 

be raptured before it gets bad!‖  It’s horrible!  That message makes no sense.  My point is simply 

there’s always a cultural context that affects how we process theology. But for every Christian, 

through every culture, through every period of time, the message that has always been relevant and 

always made sense is that Jesus wins!  That’s what we all need to understand and embrace.  And 

that’s the message: He who has always been is the One who always will be, and He is the One who 

has conquered Death once and for all—that you can believe!  So Jesus unveils Himself to this 

persecuted Church with those words.   

 

Verse 9: 

 

‘I know your tribulation and your poverty… 

 

Tribulation is a really strong word.  It means persecution; literally it means to be crushed under a 

burden.  Poverty here—there was a Greek word that was used to describe people that were poor.  

This is a different Greek word.  This is used to describe people in abject poverty, close to what we 

would consider to be homeless.  These were people that were surviving day to day.  This is a very 

strong graphic word.  Yet, parenthetically, Jesus says: 

 

(but you are rich),   
 

Now it’s important to know this isn’t some preacher saying that.  This is Jesus saying that: ―I know 

things are really hard and I know you’re barely surviving day by day, but never forget you’re very, 

very rich.”  It all depends on how you define wealth.  We live in a country that is very confused on 

this topic.  In the middle part of the 20
th

 century the great German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche 

stated, ―God is dead,‖ and concluded that when people figure out that God is dead, the god that will 

replace Him will be money.  We as a country have embraced the religion of secularism and the 

longer we embrace that religion, the more we have fallen in love with money.  And I think there’s a 

real question as to whether or not that will be the enemy that ultimately destroys us.  Jesus reminded 

people that had very little of this world’s stuff that they were actually very rich in the things that 

matter.   

 

One of my favorite things that defines us as a congregation, I think because of our neighborhood, is 

people tend to think we’re a very wealthy congregation.  We have people of wealth; we have people 

that are very poor and we have lots of people in the middle.  What I love to see are average, 

everyday, middle-class families that don’t make a lot of money; they don’t live in real nice houses; 

they drive average cars; they’re just average people according to the values of this culture, but the 

fact of the matter is that they love one another!  A husband and wife that actually love each other—

it’s a very novel concept!  And they love their children.  And they love to be a family.  And they 

love to do things as a family. And they invest themselves in the things that last forever.  This church 

is filled with families like that and my message to you would be: ―You’ve got it right!‖  Sometimes, 

as we continue to advance in our careers we lose our way, but living for the things that really matter 

forever—we have so many families that get that and live that way every day.  He says: 

 

 …and the blasphemy by those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a 

synagogue of Satan.   
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Wow, that’s pretty strong language!  What is Jesus talking about here?  He’s talking about the 

religious Jews that lived in Smyrna.  We know that Smyrna had a large percentage of very zealous 

anti-Christian Jews—legalistic, orthodox Jews.  As a matter of fact history records that when 

Polycarp was burned at the stake, a big part of the cheering section were these religious Jews.  Part 

of the dynamic is this: When a Roman Emperor required he be worshipped as lord and god, you 

have to understand that against the backdrop of a polytheistic culture—in other words, a culture that 

believed in many gods.  He was not saying, ―I am the one and only true god.‖  Just look at the 

city—the streets were lined with temples.  They embraced the idea that there are lots of gods.  What 

the emperor was saying is, ―Put me on the list; I am one of them.‖  So it wasn’t difficult for the 

people just to add him to the list of many other gods they worshipped.  The exception to that was 

the Hebrew people.  They were unique in ancient history in that they were monotheistic—one God.  

For thousands of years they had a clear track record that their belief was: One and only one God.  

The Roman Empire really needed to keep these Jews happy. So in order to do that, the emperor 

made an exception clause that everybody has to declare that I am lord and god—add me to the 

list—except the Orthodox Hebrew people.  Because of your tradition and your belief system, you 

are the one exception—so that they could embrace their one and only God.  These orthodox, 

legalistic, religious Jews figured out that they could get in bed with the Roman government in order 

to exterminate these pesky Christians.  By convincing the Roman government, ―Hey, these people 

aren’t really Jews—they don’t really embrace Judaism; they don’t really follow our traditions; 

they’re some sort of a rogue movement; therefore they don’t fall under the exception clause; 

therefore have at it!  So that’s what they did.  These religious Jews, in essence, partnered up with 

the Roman government to expose Jewish Christians as being outside the exemption so that they may 

be persecuted and put to death.  So they are referred to as the synagogue of Satan.  Satan is clearly 

a player.  He is mentioned in four of the seven letters, so clearly he is a part of this battle, this 

engagement that the Church is in.   

 

Now I want to take just a little bit of a rabbit trail out of this because I do find it interesting that the 

religious Jewish people, who hated the Romans, found themselves in bed with the Romans in order 

to exterminate a common enemy.  You have heard the saying, ―Politics makes strange bedfellows,‖ 

and that is indeed true.  Throughout history there has always been this temptation to mix religion 

and government, because they both operate with the same operating system.  Religion is about 

power and control.  Government is about power and control.  Because they share a common 

operating system throughout history, it has made sense for them to work together.  But what you 

find historically is that it always leads to the abuse of people.  It’s never a good recipe.   

 

The Church—distinct from religion—is not about power and control.  And historically the Church 

has forgotten this over and over and over again.  The Church is about brokenness.  The Church is 

about humility.  The Church is about compassion.  The Church is about service—recognizing our 

power is not in a government.  Our power is in the One who has always been and always will be, 

the One who sits as Head of the Church.  Our operating system is totally contrary to that of religion 

and government.  That’s why it is so important for the Church to be faithful to her mission—that we 

not get in bed with government.  That’s not our calling. 

 

Now what does that mean?  Does that mean that Christians should not get involved in politics?  No, 

I don’t think it means that at all.  As a matter of fact, in our country we have that privilege and I 

think you need to get involved to the degree that God leads you to get involved.  That’s a good 

thing.  Does that mean that Christians shouldn’t run for office and hold public office?  I don’t think 

it means that at all.  I think that’s a good thing.  I think God calls Christians to public office and we 

need to support them and pray for them.  What it does mean is we, as the Church, we as an 



6 

 

organization, we as an institution, need to remember that our calling is distinct and our source of 

power is not from the government.  It comes from brokenness.  It’s counterintuitive. It comes from 

brokenness and humility and compassion and service.  Historically the Church has often thought, 

―If we can just get in bed with the government, we could get more done.‖  Well intended, but 

always a disaster.   

 

One of the classic examples of that would be the time period between World War I and World War 

II.  Coming out of World War I—because of how things were settled with Germany, because of 

how they were treated by the rest of the world—created certain conditions that made the 

environment right for Adolf Hitler to stand up and say, ―This isn’t right.‖  The people of Germany 

heard that message and they said, ―You’re right.  We’re not being treated fairly.  We think you’re 

saying the right thing.‖  And they embraced the message.  They weren’t monsters but what they 

were hearing made sense to them, in their context, including the Christian Church.  The Christian 

Church, thinking that, ―If we get in bed with this guy, we will accomplish that which is right,‖ 

chose to go along with Adolf Hitler.  Only a fraction of the Church—a tiny remnant led by Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer and a few other pastors—chose to stand up to Adolf Hitler and say, ―This is wrong.‖  

And for that Dietrich Bonhoeffer was ultimately executed by the Nazis.  It’s very important for us 

to remember that our power comes from the One who has always been and will always be.  It’s 

always tempting to think if we get in bed with the government, we’ll have more power to 

accomplish the right things.  But our operating systems are totally contrary.  That will never work.  

It always corrupts the Church.    

 

Now I’m going to say something that has the potential to sound very political.  I don’t mean it that 

way.  It does not matter if the administration is Republican or Democratic.  No government has the 

ability to bring hope and change.  That is not the role of government.  It never will be.  That’s a 

promise that they cannot deliver.  Hope and change is found in the Church of Jesus Christ and the 

power is in our brokenness, in our humility, in our service, in our compassion, understanding the 

One who sits as the Head of the Church, as the One who has always been and the One who will 

always be, is the One who will deliver the Church to reign with Him forever. 

 

Verse 10:   

 

‘Do not fear what you are about to suffer.  

 

Whew!  Do you hear what he said?  You will not suffer!  I mean that’s really what we’re wanting to 

hear, isn’t it?  That’s the message of the prosperity preachers—because of Jesus’ death on the 

Cross—no diseases, no hard times, no tribulations.  He just said it there, ―Don’t be afraid; you will 

not suffer.‖ 

 

Wait a minute; maybe I didn’t read that correctly… 

 

‘Do not fear what you are about to suffer...  

 

Well that’s not what we wanted to hear.  He’s saying you will suffer.  But that should not surprise 

us.  That has been a consistent message of the New Testament.  Jesus said clearly, ―They persecuted 

Me; they’re going to persecute you.  They hated Me; they’re going to hate you.‖  The New 

Testament is filled with reminders that following Jesus means there will be a cost.  We should 

expect persecution and suffering. 
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‘Do not fear what you are about to suffer.  Behold, the devil is about to cast some of 

you into prison, so that you may be tested, and you will have tribulation for ten days.  

Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life.  (Vs. 10) 

 

In the Roman system, typically, prison was not punitive.  In other words you didn’t get three to five.  

If you went to prison, it was to precede your trial—which meant execution.  So when he talks about 

going to prison, ultimately he’s talking about them giving their lives for the sake of Christ.  Now 

there’s a lot of debate about the ...ten days.  Were there actually ten days of something coming up 

in Smyrna? —which is very unlikely.  We also know that different books of the Bible use ten days 

in apocalyptic language to refer to a short period of time.  That’s much more likely.  What he’s 

saying, in apocalyptic language, is the suffering is going to happen and it is going to be really hard 

but it’s going to be a very short period of time and, if you remain faithful, then you will receive the 

crown of life. 

 

Now the New Testament talks about a variety of crowns and people try to make the crowns mean 

different things.  I personally think all the crowns mean the same thing.  They’re all simply 

references to salvation—that is the ultimate prize—defined as an eternal love affair with Jesus.  

That’s the crown.  The Greek word used for crown is a word that describes a garland, a wreath.  It 

would be used to wear during pagan worship.  It was worn for athletes who had won the prize or the 

medal.  Basically, it was using a very common 1st century imagery to say, ―This is the trophy.  This 

is the prize.  At the end of the day, what you get is life and life defined as a love affair with Jesus.‖  

The crown of life, as defined in verse 10, is clearly a reference to salvation.  By the way, this Greek 

word for crown is a very distinct word from the crown that’s used to describe a king. This has no 

connotation to a kingly crown.  It’s just simply a prize—a trophy at the end of the race. 

 

Verse 11: 

 

'He who has ears, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.  He who 

overcomes will not be hurt by the second death.’ 

 

That, in my opinion, is defining the crown of life—eternal life—not subject to the second death.  

What is the second death?  It’s defined in Revelation 20 and 21.  Second death refers to those who 

stand before God at the Great White Throne Judgment, are condemned because of their rejection of 

Jesus as Savior and are thrown into the Lake of Fire forever.  The first death is bad.  The second 

death is horrible.  I think the first death is a metaphor. It’s a picture for us to come to grips with, in 

order that we might deal with our salvation, before we face the second death.  What Jesus is saying 

is for those who are faithful, for those who have embraced Jesus Christ as Savior, you will receive 

the ultimate prize and the ultimate prize is you will not face the second death.  But, by the One who 

has conquered death once and for all, you will receive life.  Read the end of the book!  No more 

pain, no more sorrow, no more heartache—just Paradise forever.  Yes, there will be difficulties and 

suffering but it’s a very short season compared to what is to come and, at the end of the day, our 

team wins!  So you go to your death knowing that.   

 

One of the interesting characteristics of the seven letters is that five of the seven letters include a 

rebuke.  There are only two that do not have a rebuke and those are the suffering churches.  There’s 

something about suffering and persecution that purifies our lives.  There’s a Country Western song 

by Tim McGraw that goes, ―Live like you’re dying‖.  There’s a lot of truth to that.  When you know 

these are your final days, it does cause you to back up and think about what really matters—and to 



8 

 

live for those things.  And these believers in Smyrna were spot-on, knowing that they would be 

imprisoned and probably executed.   

 

So what do we do with this text?  First of all we need to understand there are many Christians in our 

world today that would apply this exactly as the people of Smyrna applied it—because their 

situation is exactly the same.  We tend to think, ―Oh that’s really bad, but that was in the 1st 

century.  These things don’t happen today.‖  Are you aware of the fact that more Christians were 

executed for their faith in the 20
th

 century than in the previous nineteen centuries combined?  One of 

the best kept secrets of the media today is the systematic torturing and executing of Christians 

today—most of it in the Middle East.  Right now the rhythm is: One Christian every three minutes 

is executed for his or her faith.  So in many places in the world, it is just like it was in Smyrna. 

 

But that’s not us.  We don’t live there.  The chance of us being thrown in prison or executed for our 

faith is very remote.  So what do we do with this passage?  I suppose we could have some emotional 

altar call where we challenge people that if it comes to that—and it could!—that we would be 

willing to die for Jesus.  And I think many, many, many people—in all sincerity—would respond 

and say,  

 

―Hey, if it comes to that, count me in.  I’ll die for Jesus.‖  I would certainly include myself 

in that group.  I’d take my stand.  I’m kind of a tough guy—bring it on!  

 

  ―Okay, tough guy, that’s really easy to say, so let me ask you this: Okay, you would be 

willing to die for Jesus.  Does that mean you’re willing to live for Jesus?‖ 

 

  This is like me saying, ―Would I take a bullet for my wife?‖  I’d do it in a heartbeat.  I 

wouldn’t even have to think about it.  I’m a guy, wild at heart—bring it on!  I’ll die for my wife.  

.......But will you take out the garbage for your wife?  (Laughter). 

 

 Whoa!  I think in all sincerity we mean it when we say, ―Yes, I would die for my Jesus.‖  

I’m not doubting that.  Okay, if that’s the case, am I willing to live for my Jesus?   

 

―Yes, I’m willing to die for Jesus‖—Good, does that mean you’re willing to give up 

pornography for Jesus?  Does that mean you’re willing to stop abusing drugs and alcohol for Jesus?  

 

 ―Oh yes, I would die for Jesus.‖—Good, does that mean you’re willing to die to yourself 

and to love your wife as Christ loved the Church?  Does that mean you’re willing to die to yourself 

and stop keeping score every day and graciously serve your partner regardless of how your partner 

responds? 

 

  ―Oh yes, I’d be willing to die for Jesus‖—That’s great!  Does that mean you’d be willing to 

be less ambitious about your career in order to spend more time with your children?  Does that 

mean you’d be willing to be less driven to pursue your ego, to spend more time with the people that 

love you?  Does that mean you’d be willing to be more generous with your money and give it to 

God instead of spending it all on yourself? 

 

  ―Yes, I’d take a bullet; I’d die for Jesus‖—Really, does that mean you’d be willing to carve 

out more time to perhaps serve a meal to a homeless person in a soup kitchen?  Or to help an inner 

city child learn to read?  Or to maybe sit down with a neighbor—with a heart of compassion—and 

just care?   
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Dietrich Bonhoeffer was an amazing guy.  He was executed by the Nazis in his mid-thirties.  It’s 

remarkable the depth of theology he understood at that young age.  History records the day that he 

was executed. They led him out in the concentration camp yard and it was clear the impact he had 

had on his fellow prisoners.  He, very calmly, very courageously, walked through the gates of the 

concentration camp, up the gallows, where he was ultimately executed for his faith.  And history 

records remarkable courage and faith at the moment of his death.  But before Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

died a courageous death, he wrote a book entitled The Cost of Discipleship.  Before he ever knew 

that’s how his life would end, he stated with step one of the Cost of Discipleship is that you must 

die to yourself.  Step two: you must die to this world, in order to get to step three.  It is really easy 

for us to say, ―If it came to that, man, I would die for Jesus.‖  I believe we’re being sincere when we 

say that.  But in this culture, perhaps the most difficult calling is to live for Jesus. 

 

Which church has it right? —The church that calls its people to be faithful by dying to themselves 

and to this world—to invest in the things that will last forever. 

 

 

 

Father, we’re thankful that You love us, that You sent Jesus to die for us—Jesus, who has always 

been and always will be; Jesus, who conquered death once and for all; Jesus, who offers us the 

crown of life.  Lord, we have brothers and sisters this day that will be tortured and executed for 

their faith.  Lord, our culture just looks so different.  It’s easy to become soft and lazy, to say we 

would die, but in the most ordinary, everyday stuff, we aren’t really willing to live for You.  Lord, 

help us to die to ourselves; help us to die to this world and help us to be faithful to our calling today 

—to live for You till we get to that place together where there will be no more tears and no more 

sorrow and we will know we have lived for the things that matter.  In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
*Scripture taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE 

Copyright 1960, 1962, 1963, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1987, 1988, 

The Lockman Foundation.  Used by permission. 

Lincoln Berean Church, 6400 S. 70th, Lincoln, NE 68516   (402) 483-6512   

Copyright 2010 – Bryan Clark.  All rights reserved. 
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April 24/25, 2010 

Which Church Has It Right? 
A Study of the Seven Churches of Revelation 

The Suffering Church 
Revelation 2:8-11 

 

Opening Discussion 
1. In the first century the mighty Roman Empire was seeking to crush the small struggling 

Church of Jesus Christ.  This was a David and Goliath story for sure.  To the first century 

believers the odds must have seemed impossible.  Yet, 2000 years later the Church of Jesus 

Christ is flourishing around the world and the Roman Empire is just ancient history.  What 

do we learn from this? 

 

 

2. Do you think we are persecuted for our faith here in America?  Why or why not? 

 

 

3. Do you think it’s easier to die for your faith or to live for your faith?  Why? 

 

Bible Study 
1. What were all the factors that created a very hostile climate for the Christian church in 

Smyrna?  Why do you think Jesus refers to Himself as He does in 2:8?  How does that help 

us to really focus in on what matters in biblical prophecy? 

 

 

2. Read 2:9-11.  What were the Christians in Smyrna enduring and why?  What was the 

synagogue of Satan?  What brought the Religious Jews and the hated Roman government 

together?  Do you see religion in bed with government as a good thing or a dangerous thing?  

Why? 

 

 

 

3. What does Jesus say to the persecuted Christians in 2:10?  Compare these words to Jesus’ 

words in Matthew 5:10-12.  What should we expect as Christ-followers?  How does the lack 

of persecution of Christians in America affect the Church? Would persecution cause the 

church to be more faithful or less faithful?  Why?  

 

4. What is promised to those who ―overcome‖?   How does 2:11 help define what that crown 

really is?  (It’s good to remember the Greek word for crown here is not the word used for a 

royal crown but rather simply a garland.)   
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5. What does it mean in our context for the Church to be ―faithful‖?  

 

 

Application 
1. Would you be willing to die for Christ?  Which do you think may be more difficult, to die 

for Christ or live for Christ?  Why? 

 

 

2. Many if not most Christians claim they’d be willing to die for Christ, if that’s true are we 

willing to… 

 

a. Give up pornography? 

b. Serve our marriage partner? 

c. Be more generous with our money? 

d. Invest more time in our kids than in our business? 

e. Serve those in need as passionately as we serve our clients? 

f. Live for others more than ourselves? 

What would it mean for you to be ―faithful‖ to Christ?  
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