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I.  The Church of Smyrna (Rev. 2:8-11) 

a) Some thirty-five miles north of Ephesus was the city of Smyrna, population of about 100,000. Smyrna was a 

large harbor city on the Aegean Sea and is the only one of the seven cities in existence today, modern Izmir 

in western Turkey. 

b) Smyrna was one of the most beautiful cities in Asia, referred by the ancients as the "pride of Asia," the "crown 

of Asia," or the "flower of Asia." An inscription on coins described the city as "First of Asia in beauty and size," 

even though other cities were more highly populated. 

c) Of the seven churches, only Smyrna and Philadelphia received no correction from the Lord. In Smyrna's case, 

this was likely due to the severe persecution that the believers in this city faced. The church of Smyrna was a 

suffering church, reflected in the meaning of its name bitter and myrrh. Myrrh, associated in the New 

Testament with bitterness, weeping, burial, and resurrection, was the most suitable name for these suffering 

saints in Smyrna, who had faced severe persecution from Roman authorities and were destined for even 

greater affliction in the days ahead. Bitter and death were appropriate words to describe the severe 

persecution, slander, hardships, imprisonment, poverty, and even martyrdom that the believers experienced 

in Smyrna. 

d) The church of Smyrna faced intense persecution because of the city's patriotic loyalty to emperor worship. In 

A.D. 29, when a competition arose among Asian cities for the coveted right to build emperor Tiberius a 

temple, Smyrna won. This only intensified the pressure on Smyrna believers to bow their knee to Caesar and 

burn incense to his name. The persecution escalated when Domitian (A.D. 81-96) made emperor worship a 

requirement for every Roman citizen. Under this law, Roman citizens were obligated to burn incense to 

Caesar once a year, after which the loyal worshiper was issued a certificate indicating their allegiance to 

Rome. To be without a certificate, which was most certainly the case for the true believers in Smyrna, was to 

risk discovery and death.  

e) Some sixty years after the book of Revelation was written, Polycarp—an early church father, the bishop of 

Smyrna, and a disciple of the apostle John—was burned alive at the stake for refusing to burn incense to the 

Roman Emperor. The martyrdom of Polycarp was not an isolated incident, however, for the church in Smyrna 

experienced mass executions on a number of occasions for refusing to worship the emperor.1 Needless to 

say, in a culture that was so fervent and enthusiastic for emperor worship, it was very dangerous to be a 

faithful Christian in Smyrna! Failure to confess "Caesar is Lord" and burn incense to his name made citizens a 

criminal of the state, resulting in the death penalty by crucifixion, burning at the stake, being thrown to wild 

beasts, or some other cruel form of death. 

f) Adding to the danger was a large Jewish community that was antagonistic to the gospel. These Jews 

repeatedly informed the Roman authorities that the loyal Christ-followers in Smyrna would not burn incense 

to Caesar and they rallied the local magistrates to imprison, to plunder the property of, and to kill these 

faithful believers. This Jewish opposition was Jesus' focus in verse 9, when He said, "I know your afflictions 

and your poverty—yet you are rich! I know about the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but 

are a synagogue of Satan" (Rev. 2:9, NIV).  

g) Though these Jews were physically from the lineage of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, spiritually they were of 

their father the devil (John 8:44). Because these Jews in Smyrna rejected the divinity of Jesus, denied His 

resurrection, and persecuted His people, Jesus said that their gatherings at the synagogue were energized 

by demonic powers, quite possibly by Satan himself. The dynamics of these ancient, satanic synagogues in 

Smyrna were similar to the mosques of radical Muslims today, who, after gathering for prayer and preaching 

from the Quran, are energized by demonic powers to kill the infidels. In a similar way, when these Jews 

would meet on the Sabbath in local synagogues throughout Smyrna to study the Torah, they would leave 

the gatherings energized with hate, hostility, and antagonism toward the faithful Christ-followers in Smyrna. 
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These "synagogue[s] of Satan" would add fuel to the already burning fires of persecution initiated by Roman 

authorities. 

h) Jesus told the believers in Smyrna that He knew their tribulation and poverty. Undoubtedly, the poverty 

these believers experienced was a direct result of Jewish and Roman persecution. It was unlikely that the 

Christians in this prosperous community were poor because of laziness, a lack of education, bad business 

investments, or a lower rank in society. The cause of their poverty was similar to the believers in the book of 

Hebrews, who "endured a great conflict of sufferings...being made a public spectacle through reproaches 

and tribulations...and accepted joyfully the seizure of [their] property" (Heb. 10:32-34). Likely, the Jews in the 

community, whether directly or indirectly via Roman authorities, were one of the main reasons why their 

property was plundered, their possessions stolen, their opportunities for business blocked, and their poverty 

heightened. 

i) Not only were the Christians in Smyrna suffering, Jesus warned them that another intense wave of 

persecution was coming. He said, "Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to cast 

some of you into prison, so that you will be tested, and you will have tribulation for ten days" (Rev. 2:10). 

Whether the ten days are to be taken literally or symbolically is beside the point. The main take away is that 

some believers in Smyrna were about to endure a brief period of testing that was going to purify their faith 

and develop deep loyalty to Jesus in the face of death. The devil, using the Roman authorities and the Jewish 

community as his pawns, was going to send some of the Smyrna believers to prison, where they would be 

detained until the day of their execution. 

j) In summary, the suffering in the bitter city of Smyrna was due to 1) slander and false accusations from the 

Jewish community; 2) poverty related to persecution; 3) imprisonment for refusing to worship Caesar; and 4) 

martyrdom for staying loyal to Jesus Christ. 

k) Though suffering can take many forms for the Christian, the message to the church of Smyrna is directed 

toward believers who are enduring state-sponsored persecution energized by demonic powers. 

II. The End-Time Persecution 

a) Though most Christians in western nations have not suffered serious persecution, this is not the case in 

much of the world, especially in the Middle East. In Iraq, where ISIS recently targeted believers, the Christian 

population decreased from 1.5 million to 300,000.2 In Syria, one estimate states that more than fifty percent 

of the Christian population has become refugees.3 In Iran, where ethnic Persians are by definition Muslims, 

everything from evangelism to publishing Bibles is illegal.4 In Pakistan, "blasphemy" laws make it dangerous 

to be a believer because there is so little government protection for religious minorities, making mob 

violence a constant threat for Pakistani Christians.5 

b) The radical Hindu nationalist movement has ratcheted up the persecution against Indian believers also, 

which has lead to brutal attacks on Christians, including pastors and nuns.6 Sudanese Christians face the 

death sentence for "apostasy" and the radical Islamic terrorist group Boko Haram has slaughtered over 2,000 

Christians in Nigeria.7 China's Communist government has imprisoned Christian human rights lawyers and 

pastors, removed some 1,500 crosses from churches, and have even destroyed churches.8 Perhaps the most 

dangerous place in the world for believers is North Korea. In this totalitarian country under the heavy-

handed leadership of Kim Jong-un, believers are subject to arrest, torture, imprisonment, labor camps, and 

execution.9 Tens of thousands of North Korean Christians are estimated to be enslaved in labor camps for 

their faith and every Christian family in this country is placed at the bottom of the societal ladder.10 

c) While most believers in the western world have not been severely persecuted, there's a very real possibility 

that this could change soon. On June 26, 2015, a dramatic shift took place in America when the U.S. Supreme 

Court legalized, institutionalized, and normalized homosexual marriage. What this means is that gay rights 

now trump religious liberty. Consequently, churches who will not perform same-sex weddings can lose their 

tax-exempt status and pastors who teach what the Bible says about homosexuality could be charged with 

hate crimes and sentenced to prison. Businesses that refuse to bake cakes for gay weddings are now being 
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fined hefty amounts and are subject to lawsuits and government investigations. Rod Dreher, in an article for 

Time Magazine entitled Orthodox Christians Must Now Learn to Live as Exiles in Our Own Country, said, "LGBT 

activists and their fellow travelers really will be coming after social conservatives. The Supreme Court has 

now, in constitutional doctrine, said that homosexuality is equivalent to race. The next goal of activists will 

be a long-term campaign to remove tax-exempt status from dissenting religious institutions. The more 

immediate goal will be the shunning and persecution of dissenters within civil society."11 

d) Persecution is not just coming to America; it is here and will become plainly seen in the days, months, and 

years ahead. In an ever-increasing way, believers who hold to a biblical worldview will be identified, 

marginalized, ostracized, criminalized, and terrorized by the government. What will start out as persecution 

for our beliefs about homosexuality will eventually lead to persecution for every belief that contradicts the 

agenda of the government. As we head deeper into the end times, we can expect to see the same type of 

tolerance that the gay agenda was built upon lead to a general acceptance of universalism, a belief that all 

religions lead to God and eternal life. A similar argument that helped make the gay agenda successful will be 

applied to universalism. For example, leveraging same-sex marriage as if its legalization was an act of God, 

an apologist for universalism might argue, "If a loving God would not keep two men who loved each other 

from marriage, how would a loving God send good, nice, well-meaning, generous, and kind people to hell 

just because they didn't believe in Jesus?"  

e) While moral relativism has caused gross perversions to be legalized, normalized, and institutionalized in 

America, the war on Islamic terrorism has also opened the door for America to be more like a police state, 

where many of our conversations and activities are now profiled and tracked by the Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS). Right now, the DHS can access all of our internet activity, including the websites 

we visit, what we Google, what we post on social media, the blogs that we read, and the emails that we send. 

Under the guise of fighting terrorism, the DHS can easily access all of this information from internet 

companies and create profiles of every citizen. When you add our cell phones into the equation, our 

government can hear almost every conversation that we have and know our exact location at any moment.  

f) According to an unclassified report released from the DHS titled Rightwing Extremism: Current Economic and 

Political Climate Fueling Resurgence in Radicalization and Recruitment, those who are pro-life, critical of the 

New World Order (which would include the United Nations, the Federal Reserve, a one-world economy, etc.), 

against gay marriage, or believe in end-time prophecy could be classified by the government as a terrorist 

threat—a radical extremist similar in nature, in the mind of the government, to an Islamic extremist. If an 

unclassified report released to the public contains this information, imagine what the classified reports say! 

g) So here is a scenario of how this could play out for Christians in the western world who hold to a biblical 

worldview and believe in the sanctity of life, traditional marriage, end-time prophecy, and that Jesus is the 

only way to heaven. As this type of worldview becomes increasingly marginalized and ostracized, those who 

embrace it will be categorized by the government as radical extremists, much like the radical terrorists of 

Islam. Because of this, governments might push for a universal religion that allows all religions to coexist in a 

tolerant, peaceful, and harmonious way. For the true Christians and Muslims who will be unable to conform 

to this state-sponsored, one-world religion, they will be branded enemies of the state and will be forced into 

compliance by fines, prison, and even death. 

h) Though no one knows for sure exactly how we will get there, Revelation 17-18 describes where we are 

headed and that is toward a one-world religion, a one-world government, and a one-world economy. To 

expound upon this coming New World Order is far beyond the scope of this teaching, but the important 

thing to realize is that two demonically-empowered kingdoms are in the future—identified by the apostle 

John as the seventh and eighth kingdoms—and these two kingdoms will persecute the true church of Jesus 

Christ.  

i) In a vision, John saw a harlot riding a scarlet beast with seven heads and ten horns. The angel of the Lord 

told John that the seven heads were "seven kings; five have fallen, one is, the other has not yet come; and 

when he comes, he must remain a little while. The beast which was and is not, is himself also an eighth and is 

one of the seven, and he goes to destruction" (Rev. 17:10-11). Most commentators agree that the five fallen 
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kingdoms are: 1) Egypt; 2) Assyria; 3) Babylon; 4) Media-Persia; and 5) Greece; and that the sixth kingdom is 

the Roman Empire. The disagreement revolves around the identity of the seventh and eighth kingdoms. 

When all of the constraints are weighed and considered, I believe that the best option is to view the seventh 

kingdom as a one-world government, a one-world economy, and a one-world religion and the eighth 

kingdom as the antichrist's ten-nation confederation, which will emerge out of the one-world government 

after he destroys it at the midpoint of the Tribulation.12 

j) Though understanding every detail of this might be complicated to grasp at first, the main point is that 

state-sponsored, demonically-energized persecution is coming to the church in the western world, and likely 

to every nation, in three waves.  

1. First, persecution that is centered on the LGBT agenda and a biblical worldview is already upon us, it will 

certainly intensify in the months and years ahead, and it will lead to even greater persecution as the 

Word of God is increasingly marginalized in the western world.  

2. Second, persecution will escalate when universalism is normalized, legalized, and institutionalized as a 

one-world religion that is promoted and enforced by a demonically-empowered one-world government 

who controls the finances of the nations. We don't know for sure how long this wave of persecution will 

last, only that we are told that this seventh kingdom will reign for "a short time" (Rev. 17:10, NKJV). This 

could mean ten to twenty years, perhaps longer or even shorter. We don't know for sure exactly how 

long the "short time" will be, but it probably will be long enough to lay a considerable amount of 

infrastructure for the complete globalization of the world. 

3. Third, persecution will reach unprecedented heights when the antichrist and his ten-nation 

confederation declare war on everyone who will not take the mark of the beast and worship him. Unlike 

the previous two waves, we know with certainty that this last wave of persecution will last for three-and-

a-half years and will lead to the death of multitudes of believers. 

k) Let's spend a little time looking at how the seventh and eighth kingdoms will persecute the true church of 

Jesus Christ in the end times. 

III. Persecution from the Seventh Kingdom 

a) Revelation 17-18 is the longest prophecy in the New Testament and one of the longest in the Bible. Though 

much detail is given, this prophecy is one of the most complicated to decode and much debate exists about 

one of the central figures of this prophecy—a voluptuous harlot who controls the minds and hearts of the 

nations. Some have identified the harlot as the Roman Catholic Church, Vatican City, Saudi Arabia, New York 

City, and even a rebuilt Babylon in Iraq. However this harlot will ultimately manifest is not the most 

important point. What we need to know with certainty is that the harlot, as is characteristic of Old Testament 

prophecy, symbolizes a complex system of idolatry that will lead multitudes into deep deception in the end 

times (Ezek. 16; Hosea 4:12). This will be one of the greatest instruments that Satan will use to cause true 

believers to fall away from the faith (2 Thes. 2:3). 

b) Clothed in purple and scarlet, adorned with gold, precious stones, and pearls, this adulterous system of 

idolatry will have the riches of the world at her disposal. The nations will celebrate and rejoice that the 

world's great religions have united and coexist in peaceful harmony for the first time in history. The naïve will 

be seduced by her beauty and allurement, the undiscerning will be blanketed by a strong delusion, and the 

tolerant will become intoxicated with her false proclamations of peace, unity, love, justice, and compassion. 

Yet "all the nations [will be] deceived by [her] sorcery" (Rev. 18:23). Her extravagance and alluring beauty will 

be a cloak of deception that seduces the uninformed into deep darkness. Ultimately, all who are intoxicated 

by her idolatry will bow their knee to the antichrist and worship Satan (Rev. 13:3-4). 

c) In his commentary on Revelation, Mike Bickle writes that the harlot will manifest as a counterfeit justice 

movement that will unify multitudes from the largest religions on the earth. He goes on to say that this 

movement will offer great benefits, such as humanitarian aid, a unified religion that minimizes war and 
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religious conflict, and a prosperous world economy.13 The harlot will probably be some type of integrated 

religious system that combines parts of Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Buddhism, and Hinduism. This harlot 

religion will have great prominence and will be well-respected by leaders in government, business, and even 

in the church. 

d) This universal religion will be attractive because it will emanate affirmation, tolerance, acceptance, human 

compassion, and empathy; it will bring temporary peace to the most complicated social and political issues 

of the day; it will offer pleasure and freedom with no moral absolutes to those who want to live an 

autonomous life with a little dab of religion mixed in just to soothe their conscience; it will be deeply 

committed to bringing justice to the poor, the marginalized, the abused, and the rejected; and it will pour 

hundreds of millions of dollars into humanitarian projects that work to eliminate poverty, disease, and 

starvation. Yet no matter how attractive it will appear, the harlot will be the very embodiment of hell on 

earth, as she will “become a dwelling place of demons and a prison of every unclean spirit, and a prison of 

every unclean and hateful bird” (Rev. 18:2). Ultimately, Satan will use this harlot religion to weaken the 

conscience of the nations and prepare the earth to worship him through the antichrist. 

e) Like the persecution experienced by the believers in Smyrna, the one-world religion of the seventh kingdom 

will persecute the true church of Jesus Christ through slander, financial sanctions, imprisonment, and death. 

Below is how this persecution could possibly unfold in the years ahead. 

1. Identification: The coming one-world government will likely build upon the current infrastructures that 

have already been laid by governments who are supposedly profiling and tracking the activities and 

conversations of its citizens as part of their war against terrorism. When the one-world government is 

fully established, perhaps they will use Radio-Frequency Identification (RFID) technology or something 

similar, where any type of data can be wirelessly transmitted, to control the activities of every citizen in 

the world. If you think about it, when the antichrist is fully revealed three-and-half years before Jesus 

returns and requires every citizen to have the "mark of the beast" in order to buy and sell, all of the 

infrastructure for this complex, unified, global computer system will already be in place (Rev. 13:16-18). 

There is no way that such complicated systems could be deployed in three-and-a-half years. It is very 

likely that the one-world government of the seventh kingdom will already have this in full operation, 

enforcing its laws and policies and controlling the activities of its citizens, years before the antichrist is 

fully revealed. The main point is that the seventh kingdom will identify the threats to its utopian society 

and one of the main threats will be Christians who hold to a biblical worldview. 

2. Marginalization and Vilification: Having tracked, profiled, and identified the threats to peace, especially 

the portion of the politically-incorrect church that takes God's Word at face value, the one-world 

government will likely organize smear campaigns through the media and other outlets to portray 

Christians as narrow-minded, bigoted, old-fashioned, boring, judgmental, out-of-step with the 

mainstream, and filled with hate. Obviously this is already happening to an extent, but it will go to whole 

different level when the one-world religion is established. True Christians will be labeled as radical, 

extreme, separatists, and a threat to world peace.  

3. Criminalization: With public opinion swayed against true believers, the next logical step for the one-

world government will be to create laws that force Christians to comply with the state-sponsored 

religion or else face dire consequences, including financial sanctions, arrest, criminal charges, 

incarceration, and execution. True believers will be viewed as criminals of the state and a threat to world 

peace who need to be silenced and even eliminated. 

4. Terrorization: When prison doesn't silence these so-called criminals of the state, the only thing left will be 

state-sponsored terror designed to eliminate the threat to their utopian society. The one-world religion, 

the great harlot celebrated and adored by the nations, will seek to kill multitudes of believers who will 

not comply with her immorality. John described what this will look like when he wrote, "And I saw the 

woman drunk with the blood of the saints, and with the blood of the witnesses of Jesus" (Rev. 17:6). Just 

as people get intoxicated with alcohol for the sheer pleasure that it brings, the coming one-world 

religion will find great delight executing true believers who hold fast to the name of Jesus Christ and the 
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Word of God. The sadistic nature of the harlot, undoubtedly inflamed by demonic powers, will take great 

pleasure when the saints, the prophets, and the apostles are executed. As John said, "In her was found 

the blood of prophets and of saints and of all who have been slain on the earth" (Rev. 18:24). 

f) While many people spend a great amount of time discussing the Antichrist and his ruthless but short reign, 

hardly any voices are talking about the great persecution that is coming upon true believers through the 

heavy-handed fist of the seventh kingdom—the one-world government, religion, and economy—that will 

delight in exterminating those who resist her universalism, tolerance, false justice, and compassionate 

humanitarianism. As stated previously, this kingdom "must continue a short time," most likely longer than 

the antichrist's brief reign of three-and-a-half years, perhaps lasting a couple of decades (Rev. 17:10). 

IV. Persecution from the Eighth Kingdom 

a) At the midpoint of the Tribulation, three-and-a-half years before Jesus returns, the antichrist will emerge out 

of the seventh kingdom, form a ten-nation confederation, and will go out "conquering and to conquer" (Rev. 

17:12; 6:2). His first mission will be to destroy the great harlot, the one-world religion that seduced and 

intoxicated the nations with her perverted system of idolatry (Rev. 17:16). When the harlot is destroyed and 

the one-world economy collapses, the antichrist and his ten-nation confederacy, in ruthless, cruel, and 

totalitarian fashion, will declare war on the nations, especially upon the believers "who keep the 

commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus" (Rev. 18:8-19; 12:17). 

b) Whereas the persecution from the seventh kingdom will gradually lead toward martyrdom, the persecution 

from the eighth kingdom, under the merciless reign of the antichrist, will lead to the death of believers from 

the very beginning. Because all who refuse to worship his image will be killed, multitudes of Christians will 

be martyred during the Great Tribulation (Rev. 13:15).  

c) John revealed that God has sovereignly marked certain believers for martyrdom, referred to as the "brethren 

who were to be killed," and that these Great Tribulation martyrs would complete the "full number" of martyrs 

handpicked by the Lord throughout history (Rev. 6:11, NASB, NIV). Though the dragon and the antichrist will 

think that they are killing believers by their own free will, in reality, they will be an instrument in the hand of 

the Lord, given divine permission by the breaking of the fifth seal, to bring the full number of martyrs to 

completion. 

d) The great paradox is that most believers during the Great Tribulation will overcome by being overcome. In 

other words, the antichrist will "make war with the saints and...overcome [nikaō] them" by killing them but 

the saints, in turn, will be "victorious [nikaō] over the beast and his image and the number of his name" 

through their death (Rev. 13:7; 15:2). A great number of the overcomers will be end-time martyrs. 

e) Not only will multitudes of believers be killed by the antichrist's regime, but there will also be severe financial 

pressure that will lead to deep poverty. Only those who take the mark of the beast, which results in eternal 

damnation, will be allowed to buy or sell (Rev. 13:16-17; 14:9-11). The ramifications of this are immense. That 

means no money to pay the mortgage, so no house. No money to pay for gas, so no car. No money for 

groceries, so no food. Every luxury that we enjoy today, the antichrist's regime will remove in order to force 

us to worship him. 

f) Whereas the church of Ephesus in its busyness, the church of Pergamum in its compromise, the church of 

Sardis mired in its apathy, and the church of Laodicea with its affluence best represent the church in the 

western world today, it will not end that way. The church of Smyrna is the prototype for the church during 

the reign of the antichrist during the eighth and final demonic kingdom. 

V. Overcoming State-Sponsored Persecution 

a) Considering that the church of Smyrna is a prototype for the suffering church under the heavy hand of 

totalitarian regimes, there are five keys to overcoming state-sponsored persecution from Jesus' message to 

this church. These are: 
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1. Knowing that Jesus was dead and is now alive forevermore; 

2. Putting our hope in the first resurrection; 

3. Understanding that Jesus will give us His royalty for our loyalty; 

4. Agreeing with Paul that to live is Christ and to die is gain; 

5. Not fearing state-sponsored persecution. 

VI. #1: Jesus Was Dead and Is Now Alive Forevermore. 

a) To encourage the suffering saints at Smyrna, who were about to experience a fresh wave of persecution that 

would likely result in the death of many of their members, Jesus directed them to His resurrection, saying 

that He "was dead, and has come to life" (Rev. 2:8). As is true with all of the attributes of Christ to the seven 

churches, Jesus drew from the initial revelation that John experienced in Chapter 1. Namely, that He is the 

"living One" who "was dead" and is now "alive forevermore" (Rev. 1:17-18).  

b) There was not a better way to instill courage to the Smyrna saints—and to all who would face state-

sponsored persecution—than to direct them to the resurrection. It was almost as if Jesus was saying to them, 

"Yes, you might die for your faith. But take courage. I know firsthand the short pain that you will experience, 

but I assure that a far better resurrection is coming. If they kill you, just as the Father raised Me from the 

dead, I will resurrect you and you will never die again." 

c) Speaking of Jesus' resurrection, have you ever considered the impact of the resurrection upon the disciples? 

Before the resurrection, every disciple except for John abandoned Jesus at the foot of the cross. Judas 

betrayed Him. Peter denied Him. As they watched the Roman soldiers arrest Jesus and sentence Him to 

crucifixion, everything that they had hoped for and believed in for the past three-and-a-half years seemed 

like a fairytale—like a complete waste of time. Undoubtedly, they were bombarded with feelings of 

depression, despair, and despondency. They had trusted their entire lives to Jesus and now it seemed as if He 

had let them down. Their friend and Savior, the very One whom they believed to be the Messiah, was dead 

and entombed. But the resurrection changed everything. When the disciples saw Christ alive from the 

dead—resurrected from the cruel and brutal torment of crucifixion—it changed world history. These once 

intimated, unbelieving band of brothers became bold and fearless. Because they had seen a lacerated, 

crucified man raised from the dead nothing could intimidate them.  

d) Before the resurrection, a powerless slave girl made Peter cower in fear. After the resurrection, the most 

powerful Jewish leaders—powerfully enough to have Peter arrested, imprisoned, and killed—could not 

intimidate him from boldly declaring that they were guilty of killing the Messiah. Because these disciples 

were eyewitnesses of a resurrection—a resurrection of a man who had been brutally murdered by crucifixion 

and entombed for three days—they were emboldened to become martyrs themselves. In fact, every disciple 

except for John died for Christ because they were so radically impacted by the resurrection. No demon, no 

religious leader, no political figure, no Roman solider—nobody could persuade these men from testifying of 

the risen Christ, for they were eyewitnesses of His resurrection. 

e) Two-thousand years later, we can only imagine how witnessing the resurrection of Christ would have 

impacted us. But here is the staggering reality—the same Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead dwells inside 

of us! That's right, the indwelling Spirit is the One responsible for raising Jesus from the dead. Paul said, "But 

if the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, He who raised Christ Jesus from the dead will 

also give life to your mortal bodies through His Spirit who dwells in you" (Rom. 8:11). Let this reality sink into 

your mind: The same Spirit who raised Jesus from the dead dwells inside of you. You have resurrection life in 

you. Therefore, you can endure through any persecution that comes against you, knowing that even if you 

are put to death for your faith in Christ, the Holy Spirit will give you the power to endure the pain and He will 

resurrect you in the end. 

#2: Putting Our Hope in the First Resurrection. 

a) Building upon the revelation of Jesus as the resurrected Son of God, who was dead and is now alive 

forevermore, is the promise offered to the church in Smyrna to participate in the first resurrection. If you are 
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wondering where that promise was made, hold tight for one minute and let me explain. Because the 

theology of the resurrection of the dead, especially the concept of the first resurrection, is foreign to many 

believers, let's spend a moment looking at this in detail. 

b) Jesus was the first New Testament minister to speak about the resurrection of the dead. He said, "An hour is 

coming, in which all who are in the tombs will hear His voice, and will come forth; those who did the good 

deeds to a resurrection of life, those who committed the evil deeds to a resurrection of judgment" (John 

5:28-29). This statement clearly reveals that every person, believers and unbelievers alike, will be resurrected. 

Another point that Jesus made is that the righteous and the wicked would be resurrected at the same time.  

c) As is true in Scripture, the Lord reveals truths in seed form, and later, He adds further nuances that bring 

greater clarity. This is certainly the case with the resurrection of the dead. Consider what John revealed 

toward the end of the book of Revelation when he wrote: 

Then I saw thrones, and they sat on them, and judgment was given to them. And I saw the souls of 

those who had been beheaded because of their testimony of Jesus and because of the word of God, 

and those who had not worshiped the beast or his image, and had not received the mark on their 

forehead and on their hand; and they came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years. The 

rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were completed. This is the first 

resurrection. Blessed and holy is the one who has a part in the first resurrection; over these the 

second death has no power, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with Him for 

a thousand years (Rev. 20:4-6). 

d) With so much valuable information packed into these three verses, let's break it part to gain a better 

understanding. To begin, notice that for the first time in Scripture, the concept of two resurrections is 

introduced. John described it as "the first resurrection" and said that "the rest of the dead did not come to life 

until the thousand years were completed." So we have two resurrections. The first will take place when Jesus 

returns prior to His thousand-year reign and the second will take place after His thousand-year reign.  

e) Now the question is: When Jesus spoke about the resurrection of the righteous and the unrighteous occurring at 

the same time in John 5:28-29, was He describing the first resurrection or the second resurrection? To answer this 

question, let's consider who takes part in the first resurrection. John identified three groups of people who 

come to life and reign with Christ for a thousand years. These three groups are described as follows: 

1. "I saw thrones, and they sat on them, and judgment was given to them." We know from the message to 

the church of Laodicea that the offer to sit on Jesus' throne is reserved for those who overcome 

lukewarmness (Rev. 3:21). So, one group that comes to life in the first resurrection are those who have 

overcome lukewarmness. 

2. "And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony of Jesus and because 

of the word of God." The next group identified are the martyrs throughout history who were faithful 

until death, just like many of the believers in Smyrna. So, another group that comes to life in the first 

resurrection are those who have overcome by laying down their lives throughout history. Once again, 

this is referring to the overcomers. 

3. "And those who had not worshiped the beast or his image, and had not received the mark on their 

forehead and on their hand." The third group identified are the Great Tribulation saints who overcome 

by being overcome by the antichrist (Rev. 13:7; 15:2). Even though it doesn't say that they were martyrs, 

Revelation 13:15 states that all who don't worship the image of the beast will be killed. So, the last group 

identified that comes to life in the first resurrection are the overcomers in the Great Tribulation who 

overcome by being overcome by the antichrist. 

f) With all of this in mind, let's reread who comes to life in the first resurrection: "Then I saw thrones, and they 

sat on them, and judgment was given to them [Group #1]. And I saw the souls of those who had been 

beheaded because of their testimony of Jesus and because of the word of God [Group #2], and those who 
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had not worshiped the beast or his image, and had not received the mark on their forehead and on their 

hand [Group #3]; and they came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years" (emphasis mine). The "they 

[who] came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years" are Groups 1-3 identified above. In other 

words, not every believer who has been justified and born again will take part in the first resurrection—it will 

be a privilege and a reward only given to the overcomers, those who heeded Jesus' words in Revelation 2-3 

and overcame. 

g) Now back to our first question of which resurrection Jesus was referring to, the first or the second. After 

seeing that only the overcomers are given the privilege of participating in the first resurrection, it is clear that 

Jesus was referring to the second resurrection that takes place after His thousand-year reign on the earth, 

when both the righteous and the wicked are raised from the dead at the same time, just prior to the eternal 

age (Rev. 20:11-15). 

h) Not only did Jesus refer to the second resurrection, we also have a record of Him teaching about the about 

the first resurrection in the Gospel of Luke when He said, "The sons of this age marry and are given in 

marriage, but those who are considered worthy to attain to that age and the resurrection from the dead, 

neither marry nor are given in marriage; for they cannot even die anymore, because they are like angels, and 

are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection" (Luke 20:34-36).  

i) Notice carefully that Jesus said only "those who are considered worthy" will "attain to that age and the 

resurrection from the dead." From what we just learned about the first resurrection, it is easy to see the 

connection between what Jesus taught in Luke 20:34-36 with what He revealed to John in Revelation 20:4-6. 

In other words, when Jesus said that only those who are "considered worthy" will be resurrected and 

participate in "that age," He was basically saying what was revealed in the book of Revelation—that only the 

overcomers are the ones who will be deemed worthy to participate in the first resurrection, to return with 

Jesus as the "called, chosen, and faithful," and to rule and reign with Him during the Millennial Kingdom (Rev. 

17:14).  

j) Another fascinating truth is that Jesus said those who are considered worthy to participate in the first 

resurrection are "sons of God, being sons of the resurrection." The Greek word that Jesus used was huios, 

which as we know from previous sessions, refers to the mature, Christ-like sons of God who are led by the 

Spirit and who will be adopted into a firstborn status to share in the full Messianic inheritance of Christ. 

k) Having clarified the differences between the first and the second resurrections, let me now connect Jesus' 

message to the suffering saints in Smyrna with the promise made to the overcomers to participate in the first 

resurrection. Jesus said, "He who overcomes will not be hurt by the second death" (Rev. 2:11). While this is 

certainly warning that those who deny Jesus as King of kings and Lord of lords by bowing their knee to 

Caesar, the coming antichrist, or any other dictator would spend eternity in the lake of fire, I also believe that 

this statement contains a veiled reference to participating in the first resurrection. I'll explain by referring to a 

statement made in context to the first resurrection, when John wrote, "Blessed and holy is the one who has a 

part in the first resurrection; over these the second death has no power, but they will be priests of God and of 

Christ and will reign with Him for a thousand years" (Rev. 20:6). Let's focus on the phrase "over these the 

second death has no power." The reason why the second death has no power is because, like Jesus taught in 

Luke, those who are resurrected "cannot even die anymore, because they are like angels" (Luke 20:36).  The 

resurrected saints in the first resurrection have bodies like the angels that can't die anymore, and since they 

are immortal, even the second death in the lake of fire would not be able to hurt the overcomers who 

participate in the first resurrection. 

l) In summary, though Jesus is certainly warning us about denying Him, He is also offering hope and courage 

to those who are facing persecution and martyrdom. Though evil men empowered by demons might kill 

you, you can willingly submit to martyrdom knowing that your death will be rewarded by the opportunity to 

participate in the first resurrection. And then, even the second death of the lake of fire will not be able to hurt 

you, for you will be immortal. 
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VII. #3: Jesus Will Give Us Royalty for Loyalty. 

a) Jesus told the believers at Smyrna, "Be faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life" (Rev. 2:10).  

b) Faithfulness to Jesus can be expressed in many ways. For example, we are called to be faithful with the gifts, 

talents, resources, connections, ministry calling, relationships, and finances that He has entrusted to us. This 

is the basic message of the parable of the talents and the parable of the minas (Matt. 25:14-30; Luke 19:11-

27).  

c) We are also called to be faithful and loyal to Jesus Himself, making Him the supreme Lord of our lives and 

giving Him all of our allegiance. This includes holding fast to the truths that He is fully God incarnate born of 

a virgin, that He lived a perfect and sinless life, that He was crucified as a propitiatory sacrifice for our sins, 

and that He was raised from the dead on the third day. Staying faithful to the person of Jesus Christ certainly 

involves clinging to these essential truths of the faith. 

d) Undoubtedly, as was the case for the believers in Smyrna, staying loyal to Jesus also means that we do not 

bow our knees to any other idol, emperor, dictator, king, or lord. Our full allegiance is to Jesus Christ—the 

crucified, risen, ascended, glorified, enthroned, and exalted Son of God. For the believers who overcome the 

temptation to bow their knee to another master or lord, even if it means imprisonment or death, Jesus offers 

them the "crown of life."  

e) The Greek word for "crown" is stephanos and it means "a mark of royal or exalted rank." Stephanos was a 

wreath or garland given as a prize to victors in the public games. The crown of life, therefore, is the crown 

given to the overcomers who will rule and reign with Christ. It is not a crown that is automatically 

bequeathed to us when we are born again but one that is given as a reward to those who overcome. It is the 

victor's crown, the conqueror's crown, that is only given to those who win the prize. Just like in the public 

games of the first-century and in the sporting events of today, only those who win receive the prize. The 

same is true with this victor's crown of life—it is not given to every believer but only to those who overcome. 

And only those with this crown will be permitted to rule and reign with Jesus in the ages to come. 

f) In addition to remaining faithful to the Lord in the face of persecution, the crown of life, also referred to by 

Paul as the "crown of righteousness," is given to all who long for the second coming of Jesus Christ and who 

make Him their first love (2 Tim. 4:8; James 1:12). 

g) In short, Jesus gives His royalty for our loyalty. 

VIII. #4: To Live Is Christ and To Die Is Gain. 

a) Paul made one of the most profound statements in history when he said, "For to me, to live is Christ and to 

die is gain" (Phil. 1:21). Keep in mind that Paul made this statement after he had been taken to heaven, where 

he undoubtedly experienced the glory and majesty of God (2 Cor. 12:1-5). Though not explicitly stated in 

Jesus' message to the church of Smyrna, this principle that Paul highlighted is critical to overcoming in the 

face of state-sponsored persecution.  

b) "To live is Christ" means that while we still have breath in our lungs, we fully yield to the indwelling Spirit and 

let Him have full control of our lives. It means that when we wake up, we spend time in prayer so that our 

spirit would be the uncontested leader of our life. It means that we repent of all pride, lust, envy, coveting, 

jealousy, selfish ambition, unbelief, fear, anxiety, and greed so that the Holy Spirit could dwell fully and richly 

in our heart. It means that we embrace the cross, deny ourselves, and follow Christ wherever He goes. It 

means that we allow the Spirit of God and the Word of God to transform our souls into the image of Jesus 

Christ and that the life we live is not our own self-life but Christ's life in us. It means that Christ becomes our 

love, joy, peace, patience, goodness, faithfulness, meekness, kindness, and self control. It means that we no 

longer try to live in our own strength, wisdom, resources, power, influence, intelligence, or gifting, but that 

we yield so fully to Christ that His Spirit possesses our heart and soul and lives His life through us. It means 

that, like the overcomers in Revelation 12:11, we don't love our souls unto death. That is, we resign our entire 
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self-life to the cross so that we can be completely and absolutely filled with the Holy Spirit and fully obedient 

to the Word. To live is Christ means that we are living martyrs who have fully embraced the cross.  

c) "To die is gain" means that, like Paul, we have confidence that to "be with Christ...is very much better" than 

our life on earth (Phil. 1:23). It means that we have great confidence and hope in Jesus, the living One, who 

was dead and is now alive forevermore. It means that we are also so filled with faith about participating in 

the first resurrection, that if faced with death, we would respond like Clint Eastwood and say, "Go ahead, 

make my day." It means that even though we live our life to the fullest now in total reliance upon the Spirit, 

we know that this life is merely an internship for our greater assignments in the ages to come. To depart and 

be with Christ is very much better than amassing the world's riches, living in the fanciest mansions, driving 

the most luxurious cars, taking the most exotic vacations, influencing millions, wielding power, and being 

famous. Nothing in this life can even compare to heaven, marrying Jesus, and inheriting the rewards 

reserved for the Christ-like sons of God. To die is gain means that, if God has divinely marked us for 

martyrdom, we willingly embrace it because the short-term pain of death is incomparable to the bliss of 

living with Christ forever. 

IX. #5: Not Fearing State-Sponsored Persecution. 

a) Because Jesus is alive from the dead, because we have the incredible offer to participate in the first 

resurrection, because Jesus will give us royalty for loyalty, and because dying is gain, Jesus tells the Smyrna 

believers and us who are alive in the end times, "Do not fear" (Rev. 2:10). 

b) We are commanded by the resurrected Lord of glory not to fear persecution, not to fear suffering, not to fear 

slander, accusation, or rage, not to fear incarceration, and not to fear death. Jesus said, "Do not fear those 

who kill the body but are unable to kill the soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and 

body in hell" (Matt. 10:28). 

c) A fearless church is an undefeatable church. A fearless church is an overcoming church. A fearless church is a 

victorious church. When we are delivered from the fear of persecution and the fear of death, no weapon in 

the arsenal of hell will be able to stop us. 

d) Even if we have to suffer a little for the gospel so that we remain loyal to Jesus in the face of death, so be it. A 

little pain on this side of glory can never compare with the bliss of eternal glory with the risen Lord. As the 

saying goes, "No pain, no gain. No cross, no crown." In our fight to overcome state-sponsored persecution, 

only fear will cause us to cower, shrink back, and remain silent. But with the power of the resurrected Christ 

giving us strength, we do not need to fear any trial, tribulation, and test that will come upon us because 

Jesus has already overcome the world and we can overcome through Him. When God's people no longer 

fear what the devil and demonically-empowered governments can do, the church will be unstoppable. 
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