
 

 

 

 

 
Connection with Unit Theme:  To complement the small group study Christ’s Return: 
Living with the End in Mind, these sermon outlines will follow the same theme as the small 
group study, so the pastor can reinforce the study from the pulpit. 

The Point:  Even in the darkest times, God has not abandoned His people. 

Introduction:  I was in seminary in the early 1990’s, when Communist governments were 
collapsing all over eastern Europe.  It was an exciting time to be studying for the ministry.  I 
knew several people who went to eastern Europe in those days, and they were all impressed 
by the level of commitment they saw among the churches there.  The people there had lived 
under oppression and persecution for many decades, yet somehow, they still managed to 
spread the Gospel throughout their communities.  How does a church survive under such 
conditions?   If the church was a manmade institution, it wouldn’t stand a chance in the face 
of persecution.  Yet the church was founded by the Lord Jesus Himself, and He said the very 
gates of hell would not prevail against it.  Sure, individual congregations come and go, but the 
church as an institution will remain until the Lord returns.  During times of persecution, it not 
only survives, it thrives! 
 
The church at Smyrna had been through its fair share of persecution.  Jesus spoke of their 
poverty, and it was likely connected to their persecution.  Nevertheless, the Lord Jesus told 
them not to be afraid.  They might be materially poor, but they were spiritually rich, and they 
did not need to fear those who oppressed them.  The persecution would continue, but the 
Lord would be with them through it all. 
 

I. A horrific situation. 
A. Even in John’s day, the city of Smyrna had a long and rich history. 

1. It was destroyed around 627 B.C., and it lay in ruins for nearly 300 years. 
a. Alexander the Great tried to rebuild the city, but it wasn’t done until after his 

death. 
b. It was one of the first cities in Asia Minor to align with the Roman Empire 

(around 195 B.C.).   
2. It was one of the centers of “emperor worship” 

a. It had a temple honoring the Roman emperor Tiberius. 
b. No one knows who started the church there.  It may have been started by the 

church at Ephesus, which was started by the apostle Paul 
B. Jesus told the church that He is “the first and the last, which was dead, and is alive.” 

1. All the apostles except John were dead, but Jesus lives forevermore. 
a. Human leaders come and go, but our Lord Jesus lives on. 
b. We have no need to fear anything this world throws at us, because our Lord 

has defeated death itself.   
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2. Jesus knew about the church’s suffering. 
a. A new wave of persecution had broken out under the emperor Domitian. 
b. Their poverty was likely a result of their persecution. 
c. Smyrna had the largest Jewish population in the province of Asia, but many 

of them had joined forces with the Romans against the church. 
• History tells us of a man named Polycarp, who was the bishop of Smyrna.  

He was a disciple of the apostle John, so he was probably alive and 
preaching at the time these words were written.  When Polycarp was an 
old man, he was put to death in Smyrna.  He was burned at the stake, 
and many of the local Jews helped gather wood for the fire, even though 
it was the Sabbath! 

 
II. A heartfelt exhortation. 

 
A. Jesus gave them some important words of reassurance. 

1. “Thou art rich” – From a material standpoint, the church was destitute, but it 
was spiritually rich.   

a. God measures wealth differently from how the world measures it (the church 
at Laodicea was quite wealthy, but Jesus had nothing good to say about it). 

b. Size and material resources don’t matter to God. 
• I worry that evangelicals in general and Southern Baptists in particular 

have created their own version of the “prosperity gospel”.  They act as 
though big churches love Jesus more than small churches, or that big 
churches are more mission-minded.  God often does His greatest work 
through small and struggling churches, because they have no one to 
depend on except Him.  There’s nothing wrong with a big church, but don’t 
be too quick to judge small churches.  Many of them are doing great things 
for the Kingdom of God.   

2. What are the characteristics of a spiritually wealthy church?  Jesus’ words to the 
church drop a few hints in that direction. 
a. It stands strong in the midst of persecution. 
b. It refuses to compromise God’s Word. 
c. It proclaims the Gospel even when it’s costly to do so.   

B. Jesus warned them that some rough days were ahead. 
1. They would be persecuted for “ten days”.  Scholars differ in their opinions of 

what Jesus meant by this. 
a. Some believe He was referring to ten literal days. 
b. Others think He was speaking of ten indefinite periods of time. 
c. Still others believe He was referring to ten waves of persecution. 

2. How was the church supposed to respond to the persecution? 
a. “Fear not” – This does not suggest a total absence of dread.  Jesus was 

simply saying the church should not be intimidated. 
b. The church tends to thrive under persecution, because persecution has a 

way of separating true believers from the pretenders. 
• I have to wonder what would happen to churches in America if some real 

persecution broke out.  People already give all kinds of excuses why they 
can’t come to church. People won’t come to church because they don’t 
like the music or the preacher, or they say Sunday is their only day off.  
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Sometimes they’re holding grudges over things that happened years ago 
– things that most other people have forgotten.   

 
III. A hopeful affirmation. 

 
A. Jesus commanded them to “be faithful unto death”. 

1. In other words, He wanted them to keep serving Him at all costs. 
a. “Crown of life” – This refers to a laurel wreath that was given to the winner 

of an athletic contest.  
b. Jesus was telling them, “Just as athletes are rewarded for their hard work, 

you’ll be rewarded for your faithfulness in the Gospel” 
2. He also said they would “not be hurt by the second death”. 

a. John identified “the second death” in Revelation 20:14. 
b. We can’t avoid the first death (physical death), but through faith in Jesus we 

can avoid the second death.   
• Unfortunately, we don’t hear much about hell in American pulpits these 

days.  W.A. Criswell used to say when there was hell in the pulpits, there 
was a lot less hell in the streets.  Now there’s not much hell in the pulpits, 
and there’s a lot more hell in the streets!   

B. The same grace that saves us also sustains us during times of oppression. 
1. H.A. Ironside used to define “grace” as “unmerited favor toward those who merit 

the opposite”. 
a. If it were simply a matter of “holding on”, we would all be in trouble.  We will 

endure because our Lord holds on to us. 
b. Just as God gave the early church strength to endure persecution, He will 

give us strength to do the same.   
2. Christians in America hasn’t faced the same kind of persecution as they have in 

other countries, but the pressures are increasing. 
• Many churches today have come out in support of same-sex “marriage” 

not because they fear persecution from the government, but because they 
fear criticism from society or academia.  If the government ever did decide 
to crack down on churches, they would likely be the first to renounce Christ.   

 
Conclusion:  I mentioned Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna who was put to death for his faith 
in Christ.  Just before the execution of his sentence, Polycarp was brought before the 
governor, and he was given one last opportunity to renounce the Lord Jesus.  The governor 
assured him that if he simply denied Christ, his life would be spared.  Polycarp said, “Eighty 
and six years have I served him, and he has never done me injury.  How can I blaspheme my 
King and my Savior?”  The governor warned him he would be burned at the stake.  Polycarp 
still didn’t back down.  In fact, he warned that a much bigger fire awaited those who did not 
trust in Christ – a fire that would last for eternity.  He was finally tied to the stake, they lit the 
fire, and Polycarp died. 
  I haven’t served Christ for eighty-six years (I haven’t even been alive that long!), but I 
have served him for almost forty years.  Like Polycarp, I can honestly say He has never done 
me injury.   How can I blaspheme my King and our Savior?  I hope we Americans are never 
forced to make the same choice as Polycarp, but if it does come to that, may we always stand 
strong for the truth, regardless of what it costs us.  Remember, He will be with you to the end, 
and He will give you the strength you need.  It will all be worth it in the end! 
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