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Series: Seven Letters
Dear Smyrna; the Church Who Held on
Revelation 2:8-11
Sermon by Dr. Mark Young, Former Chancellor, Denver Seminary
Waterstone Community Church, Littleton, Colorado, WaterstoneChurch.org
Sunday morning, September 27, 2026
A reading from Revelation chapter 2, verses 8 through 11: “To the angel of the church in Smyrna, write, ‘These are the words of Him who is the first and the last, who died and came to life again. 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. Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful even to the point of death, and I will give you life as your victor’s crown. Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. The one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the second death.’” The word of the Lord. You may be seated.
Thank you, Paul, for welcoming me so warmly, and yes, you are like my family to Priscilla and me, you and Steffy as well. It is a delight to be with you this morning. Even if what we are going to talk about today may be a little bit uncomfortable, it is still a joy to worship the Lord together, is it not? Amen. I want us to think about a question that we ask ourselves over and over throughout the course of our lives, and that is the question, “Is it worth it?” When you think about it, we make a lot of decisions in our lives based upon how we assess the value that is going to come to us through that decision. So, for example, we know how much fitness is worth to us by how much time we spend working on it. Nervous laughter. We know that the things we buy, we buy because we think it is going to be worth it to us. We sometimes enter into relationships with that same kind of calculation: “It is going to be worth it to me if I am nice to this person, if I stay in relationship with them?” So, all through our lives, we are making decisions based on the question, “Is it worth it for me to take this course of life? Is it worth it for me to buy this good? Is it worth it for me to do this or that or the other thing?” Our passage today, the letter to the church in Smyrna, that was so beautifully read, thank you, forces us to ask the question, “Is Jesus worth it?” Because that is the question that the believers in Smyrna were being forced to ask as they faced various trials, various types of opposition, because they were followers of Christ. 
In the early 1980s, my wife and I moved to Vienna, Austria, and we began working in the former Soviet bloc. During that time, we had the privilege of sitting in rooms with pastors in communist countries, many of whom had suffered directly for their faith. I remember one particular gathering in a small apartment in Romania. The brother over here had lost his father because he believed his father was murdered, he was a pastor, by the communists when he was in the hospital. A brother over here had seen his junior high daughter ridiculed before the whole school because he was a pastor. The brother over here had lost his home because he had refused to deny his faith in Christ. These brothers knew that there was a price to pay for their faithfulness, for their commitment to continue preaching the gospel. They asked the question, “Is Jesus worth it?” and they all answered yes. 
The passage that we are looking at today is in the framework of a book of the Bible that has been mysterious to many throughout the years. I want to applaud Paul for his courage in stepping into this book. If you are a person of relatively my age, you might remember back years ago, far more than perhaps we want to count, that there was a lot of literature about how the book of Revelation tied into history, and we had these fantastical images coming from the book of Revelation put into Russian helicopters and other kinds of world events. It was at that time that I resolved to never again buy a book on Biblical prophecy that did not come with a money-back guarantee, but the book of Revelation is actually a pastoral letter. It is a book written to suffering Christians, many of whom were being persecuted at the end of the First century or the beginning of the Second century A.D. The book begins with this stirring vision of the risen Christ, a vision that dominates the rest of the book. You cannot understand anything else in the book of Revelation unless you go back to this vision of the one who is the first and the last, the Alpha and the Omega, the one reigning in glory, just as we sang this morning. That is what frames the book of Revelation, the reigning and risen Christ. 
When we come to Smyrna, the second of seven letters that are written to the seven churches in what we now know as Turkey or Turkia, the second of those is Smyrna. Paul did such a good job last week in Ephesus, so let’s talk a bit about this setting, because the letter is written to a specific people at a specific place at a specific time. I don’t know about you, but I basically don’t ever use the word Smyrna unless I read Revelation chapter 2. The truth is Smyrna at the time was a city that was known for its loyalty to the emperor in Rome. It was the first city in this region to erect a temple to the goddess called Roma and later became the only city to erect a temple to the emperor Tiberius, so what we have to understand is at this time in the Roman Empire there had developed something that was called the imperial cult, a cult of the emperor. The imperial cult permeated every aspect of the city of Smyrna. If you wanted to prosper in this city, you had to participate in the cult that worshipped the emperor by attending festivals, by glorifying him publicly, and by offering sacrifices. Those who refused to participate in the imperial cult, refused to adore, refused to revere the emperor, were perceived to be disloyal to the empire and therefore a threat to the prosperity of the city. 
Now at this time, the Romans had allowed those who came from their own type of religious back-ground, their ancestral faith, to participate in their own faith as long as they also participated in the imperial cult, and evidently, during this time, there were a number of Jewish people who had been scattered from Israel who were living in these imperial cities, who were continuing to participate in the life of the synagogue, but as well were participating in the imperial cult. Followers of Jesus were considered by the Romans to be a member of a Jewish sect, but the Jewish population believed that the Christians were in fact blasphemers. How could they possibly believe that the Messiah was one who would be crucified? So, these Christians who refused to participate in the imperial court were suspected not just by the Romans but by the Jewish population that was also participating in the imperial cult of contributing to the poverty or of at least not adding to the prosperity of the city. Okay, I just messed up all of that. Let’s go back over it. You have the imperial cult. Everyone was required to offer sacrifices to the emperor. There were some Jewish, in fact many Jewish people who were allowed to continue to be in the synagogue as long as they participated in the imperial cult. There were Christians who refused to participate in the imperial cult, but because they were considered to be a sect of the Jewish faith, the Jewish population rose up against the Christians, accused them of slandering their religion and refusing to worship the emperor. Was that better? Clearer? That will come to the fore in the passage that is before us. 
With that background, let’s look at the passage together, shall we? It was so beautifully read to us. It begins like the other letters. The person who is sending the letter identifies themselves. So first we will see who is speaking to the church, the person who is speaking to the church. Then we will see the problem that the church is facing, and then we will see the promise that the church has to hold on to. So, let’s look at verse 8: “These are the words of Him who is the first and the last, who died and came to life again.” We have already seen this phrase, “the first and the last,” in chapter 1, verse 17. It is drawn from Isaiah chapter 44 and Isaiah chapter 48, and it basically means this: Jesus is the one who had the first word, “let there be light,” He is the one who had the last word on the cross, “it is finished,” and He is the one who has the last word when the new heavens and the new Earth are created. In fact, Jesus spans all of human history, and because He was there at the beginning, He is there at the end. He is with them now. He is the first and the last. No one else can make this claim. No one else, only Jesus. He is the one who died and came to life, and I would say that the very centerpiece of how we know who God is, the foundation upon which everything else we can know about God, is the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. On the cross and in the resurrection, we see the love of God. We see the mercy of God. We see the holiness of God. We see the sovereignty of God. We see the compassion of God. We see the power of God. It is, in fact, as Fleming Rutledge would say, “the most important event in human history.” The cross and the resurrection of Jesus are like the neck of an hourglass, where all of human history rushes toward it, goes through the cross, goes through the crucifixion and the resurrection, and then flows out of it. 
This idea, my dear brothers and sisters, is what defines us. It is why for centuries we have been called together as the people of God to remember through the bread and the cup what Jesus did on the cross, why for centuries we have been exhorted to remind ourselves and the world He is raised from the dead. He is the first and the last, the One who died, and the One who came to life, and if we are facing troubles, afflictions because of Him, the strong answer that comes to us at every moment is, “He is worth it.” He is worth it. Verse 9, Jesus says, “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. Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days.” Notice the first thing that Jesus wants them to know as they face this persecution is that they are not alone. He knows their suffering. He knows the poverty and the slander they experience because of the Jews who are accusing them. I am confident that these believers were probably aware that in John 16 Jesus says to the disciples, “In this world you will have trouble.” That is one of the promises that Jesus gave the disciples. Wait a minute. Jesus promises troubles? “In this world you will have,” the same word as in John 16 is in Revelation 2. “In this world you will have afflictions.”
Now, we often do and should talk about the promises of God’s peace, God’s forgiveness, God’s reconciliation, but let me ask you this question: If someone had promised you trouble and afflictions when you followed Jesus, would you have done it? I don’t know about you, but I find that more often than not, I am far more interested in what Jesus can do for me than in Jesus Himself. I am far more given to think about and crave the healing that Jesus brings than I am to think about Jesus. The redemption, the mercy, the love, all that He has done for me, I am far more committed to that than I am to Him. This, my dear brothers and sisters, is one of the points of real danger in our walks with Christ. When we crave more what Jesus does for us than Jesus Himself, what are we going to crave when those things have disappeared? This is the most conflicting thought I had this week. “Is Jesus worth it?” When all those things that I think He has promised me are not present, is He worth it? Will I keep following Him? Now, Jesus says to them, “You are suffering poverty, you are suffering slander,” and then He says to them, “Yet you are rich,” because it is, in fact, the richness of life, the fullness of life, true wealth is found in Him. Poverty and slander, these are not the things that we think Jesus has promised us. 
It is interesting, I think, that as we consider who these people are, Jesus pulls no punches. Reading on in verse 10, He says, “Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days.” So, they are suffering persecution from these people who claim to be Jews but really aren’t Jews, He says, because they are not worshiping the one true God, and then He says to them, “Do not be afraid of what you are to suffer. The devil will put some of you in prison to test you and you will suffer persecution for ten days.” The Romans did not use imprisonment as a punishment for criminal activity. The Romans used imprisonment for detention pending trial or for detention pending execution, and many scholars believe that these believers in Smyrna were facing the very real possibility of execution. They were going to pay a heavy, heavy price. So, the question comes up, “Lord, why? Why would you allow these believers in Smyrna to be slandered, to be impoverished, to even possibly lose their lives. Lord, why would you allow this to happen?” I don’t know about You, but that is a question that comes pretty frequently to my lips. “Lord, why?” and whenever I ask the question, “Lord, why?” the Spirit convicts me to say the question mark isn’t why. The question is “Who?” Who is with you in the face of this opposition, in the face of this suffering, in the face of this disappointment? 
I am reminded of the apostle Paul’s exhortation to the believing community in Corinth in First Corinthians 10:13. He says this, “No temptation has overtaken you except what is common to mankind, and God is faithful. He will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear, but when you are tempted, He will also provide a way out so that you can endure it.” I like the way The Message translates that verse. It reads like this: “No test or temptation that comes your way is beyond the course of what others have had to face. All you need to remember is that God will never let you down. He will never let you be pushed past your limit. He will always be there to help you come through it.” This is exactly what Jesus said back at the quote we looked at earlier, when He said, “In this world you will have trouble.” Before that He said, “I have told you these things so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble, but take heart. I have overcome the world,” and so the question that we want to ask, “Why, Lord, why am I suffering? Why are there difficulties in my life? Why am I being persecuted for my faith?” The answer to that question is always, “Who? Who is with us in the midst of that trial? Who is with us in the midst of that uncertainty?”
Make no mistake about it, dear brothers and sisters, we will suffer in this world. Everyone who lives in a fallen world suffers, and we will question from time to time the Lord’s goodness, and we will question from time to time the Lord’s wisdom, and we will question from time to time the Lord’s love, and we will question from time to time the Lord’s sovereignty. Nobody said “amen,” to that, and there will be times when we are disappointed in Him. There will be times, and so the question, my dear brothers and sisters, is “Where are you going to land?” In the suffocating disillusionment, in the terrifying thought that we have no one who looks out for us, in the despair of living without hope, where are you going to land?  
I grew up in Appalachia. We tend to be earthy people. We make our living either digging it out of the earth or trying to raise it on top of the earth. There used to be a saying that I heard growing up all the time, “Life sucks, and then you die,” and for a lot of people, life did suck. The same would be true for you and me. We are not promised that everything in our life will be exactly what we think it ought to be. We are not promised that we will be protected from all manner of suffering or from persecution. We are not promised those things. We are promised Jesus to be with us in the midst of it, and that, my dear brothers and sisters, is enough. That is enough. We have the privilege of knowing that his victory over death ensures that if we remain faithful even unto death, we will live for eternity with Him, and that is how this passage closes. Verse 10, the last half: “Be faithful even to the point of death, and I will give you life as your victor’s crown. Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. The one who is victorious will not be hurt at all by the second death,” and so the exhortation is clear: Be faithful. Keep believing. Keep coming back to your faith. Keep trusting in the hope that you know is yours in Christ, and why would you keep believing, and why would you persevere, and why would you stay faithful? Because, my dear brothers and sisters, Jesus is worth it. He is worth it, and as you persevere, He will be with you. 
I want to take us to another passage in the book of Revelation, one that sets an image in our minds, one that will keep us focused on the reality that this one who is the first and the last will in fact have the final word. In Revelation chapter 5, we are taken into the very throne room of heaven, and John says this: “Then I saw in the right hand of Him who sat on the throne a scroll, with writing on both sides, and sealed with seven seals, and I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, ‘Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?’” this idea of opening the scrolls, the idea of leading history to its very end. Reading on: “But no one in heaven or on Earth or under the Earth could open the scroll or even look inside it. I wept, and I wept, because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside. Then one of the elders said to me, ‘Do not weep, see the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.’ Then I saw a lamb looking as if it had been slain, standing at the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. He went and took the scroll from the right hand of Him who sat on the throne, and when He had taken it, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, and they sang a new song saying, ‘You are worthy to take the scroll and to open its seals, because you were slain, and with your blood you purchased for God persons from every tribe and language and people and nation. You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, and they will reign on the Earth.’ Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels numbering thousands upon thousands and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders, and in a loud voice they were saying, ‘Worthy is the Lamb who was slain to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and glory and praise,’” and so the next time you are tempted to ask, “Is Jesus worth it?” let your mind and your heart go to the very throne room of heaven, and see countless thousands upon thousands upon thousands proclaiming, “He is worthy.” Let’s pray together, shall we? 
And so, Heavenly Father, I confess that far too often I am more committed and interested in what Jesus can do for me than I am in Jesus. Heavenly Father, forgive me for having too small a view of who He is. Lord Jesus, thank you that in my questions and in the times when I wonder if you are even present, you are faithfully with me. Thank you that through the Spirit you keep reminding me you are worthy. You are worth it. You’re worth remaining faithful no matter what opposition we may face. I pray for those who today may be asking, “Is it worth it?” asking whether or not, Lord Jesus, you are with them, disappointed perhaps, maybe even disillusioned. I pray that your Spirit would reveal you, Lord Jesus, to them today in ways that would take their breath away, that your glory, your honor, your love, your mercy, and your compassion would overwhelm us, reminding us that you are worthy. You are worth it. We pray it in your name, Lord Jesus, amen.
Paul: Amen to this idea that Jesus is worth it. We’re going to respond now in worship, joining those thousands and thousands upon thousands who are singing that Jesus is worthy, but during that space, if you are in a season where you are asking that question, or you are wondering where Jesus is in the midst of your suffering or your struggle, I want to invite you during this time to come forward. We are going to have the prayer team down front, and they would love to lay hands on you, to pray for you to encounter the presence of Jesus. That question that he asked, not why, but who, and this way you can come down and receive prayer, is just a reminder that Jesus is with you, that He knows, that He sees, and that He wants to lift you up. So, I am going to invite you now to stand in response to worship. Prayer team, you can come down to the front, and if you would like someone to pray with you, please feel free to come forward. 
Amen, amen, amen. Waterstone, I have such a privilege when I get to hear from someone who is so clearly sat at the feet of Jesus, has just been deeply moved by Him and given their whole life to Him. So, thank you, Dr. Young, for your words today. I hope I can be like you when I grow up. Throughout this series on Revelation, we are going to see again and again, and Dr. Young mentioned it today, that Jesus knows what you are going through. He knows what is happening in the churches. He knows what is happening in the life of the believers, and there is this intimacy to that word, “know.” It is not just merely knowledge. It is this experiential understanding of being with someone in the midst of the heart. All right, let me pray for us and wrap up with a benediction. 
Heavenly Father, God, in this time of worship today, we have been reminded of two beautiful truths, that God, in this world we will suffer, and that as followers of Jesus Christ, we will experience hardship, and sometimes we will be counted worthy enough to even do so for your name, and yet, God, in all of that, we are reminded of the beautiful truths that you know and that you are with us and that Jesus, you are worth it. May we live from that place this week, and it is in the beautiful name of Jesus that we pray, amen. Waterstone, go in peace.
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