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September 22, 2013     Revelation 2:10  

  
10 

Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer. I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to 

test you, and you will suffer persecution for ten days. Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will 

give you the crown of life. 
 

What Do You Want in a Church?  Faithfulness 

 

Being faithful is connected to having faith and flows from faith, but in some senses it is completely different 

too.  Faith is the easiest thing in the world.  How so?  We don’t generate it in ourselves.  We don’t decide to 

believe.  It comes from the Holy Spirit who shows us our sin and then points us to what Jesus did for us on the 

cross.  What Jesus did for us there - by dying for us and suffering the wrath of God as payment for our sins; that 

was all free.  We don’t have to earn salvation or do anything to get it; its already been done.  God gives it to us 

through faith - simple trust in what Jesus did for us.  But when we are brought into this family of believers, we 

become members of a different family - God’s family; and also Satan’s enemy.  He’s not indifferent to us.  He’s 

filled with fury.  Why?  Because he knows his time is short before he’s locked eternally in the deepest depths of 

hell.  Jesus told us to live at peace with everyone, as far as it depends on us.  But try as we may to be nice and 

loving to everyone, the nature of sin doesn’t allow us to live in peace.  We have to be at war; spiritual war.   

 

 

Imagine it like this.  You’ve been given a huge mansion to live in.  You’ve been adopted by the royal family 

and given royal clothes; white silk.  The only problem is that you have to walk through the dirtiest parts of town 

in order to get to the mansion.  You have to wear your clothes on the way to the mansion.  The clothes make 

you stand out and look fancy.  You love the clothes, but they open you up for ridicule.  People accuse you of 

being arrogant and full of yourself.  They make fun of you when you trip and get dirty.  Being faithful means 

keeping on your clothes and being willing to face the ridicule on the way to the mansion.  The clothing is free. 

 The mansion is free.  But the walk isn’t easy.  Being faithful isn’t easy.   It’s tempting to get rid of your clothes, 

especially when you’ve never actually seen the mansion.   

 

 

Being faithful means keeping your clothes on and staying on the royal path, difficult as it may be.  Being 

faithful means clinging to Christ in His Word and sacrament; no matter how tired you are; no matter much you 

have to do; no matter how much you want to give in to your desires.  It means responsibly keeping and using 

what God has given you; keeping your clothing of Christ on no matter how hot or cold it is in life.  Jesus told 

the congregation in Smyrna that they needed to “overcome.”  That’s a battle term.  It’s a part of being faithful. 

 

 

I.  To death  

 

 

Jesus told the congregation at Smyrna to be faithful - in two ways - to death, and I will give you the crown of 

life.  He mentions death and life in the same sentence.  So there are two different things to look at in being 

faithful.  The negative is that being faithful is to the point of death, the positive is that we get the crown of life. 

 As we read that, we want to focus on both.  We don’t want to ignore one while focusing on the other.  The 

temptation in American Christianity is always to focus on the positive.  Any negative mention of judgment or 

hell is thought of as negative and it just turns people off.  They don’t like to hear about it.  It isn’t attractive. 

 Yet in distinction and in reaction to that, I have a tendency to focus on the negative; to the point of death.  You 

can overly focus on that too, to where all you think about is dying and death.  That’s not good either.   
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I’ll try not to overdo it today, but since the Word talks about it, we need to consider death too.  John doesn’t say 

to be faithful as long as it feels ok or as long as it fits into your schedule.  He doesn’t say, “Be faithful to the 

point where it’s a little uncomfortable.”  He puts it all out there and says, “to the point of death.”  It would be 

much easier if it was good enough to God if we just were faithful when we had the time or when He asked us to 

do things that we wanted to do.   But God never gives us that option.  He says, “Be faithful to the point of 

death.” 

 

Imagine if Jesus was faithful only to the point of convenience.  When He was tired and someone needed to be 

healed, He would have said, “Come back tomorrow.  Set an appointment.”  At the foot of the cross He would 

have said, “Father, I’m just not comfortable with that.  I didn’t mind healing people and losing a little sleep, but 

this whole hell thing is just way over the top.”  You know that wouldn’t have worked.  The justice of God 

wouldn’t and couldn’t allow for that.  Jesus knew He had to make that full payment - going all in with suffering 

all of God’s wrath - through hell and death.  He wouldn’t settle for anything less than paying for the sins of the 

whole world.   

 

 

We don’t have to go through hell, and we don’t have to pay for any sins with our suffering.  Nonetheless, 

there’s still plenty of suffering and death.  When you read the Scriptures you can’t help but see it all over the 

place.  Jacob lived for years and years of misery thinking that Joseph was dead.  He described his own life as 

being full of hardship.  Finally; even though he was reunited with Joseph, he still died.  Joseph had to go 

through slavery and prison.  Even though he ended up as king, he still died.  After he died, all that God did for 

the Israelites reverted into their slavery.  All of the generation that left Egypt, save two men, died in the desert. 

 Read through the Bible and it constantly repeats the phrase, “and he died.  and he died.  and he died.”  Even 

Moses died without going into the Promised Land.  The writer to the Hebrews says,  
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Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained and put in prison. 
37 

They were 

stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to death by the sword. They went about in 

sheepskins and goatskins, destitute, persecuted and mistreated— 
38 

the world was not worthy of 

them. They wandered in deserts and mountains, and in caves and holes in the ground.  (Hebrews 

11) 

 

So Jesus warned the congregation at Smyrna that they would suffer persecution and be put in prison by Satan 

for ten days.  Ten days isn’t an eternity.  It’s a set amount of time; limited by God; painful though it be.  He 

wanted them to face it and be ready for it and know that it would end.  He wanted them - and us - to be faithful 

to the point of death.  No more.  no less.  That is the real truth.  Be faithful to death.   

 

 

II.  For the crown of life 

 

 

All of this death talk will seem worthless, however, if we don’t keep our eyes on the prize.  Be faithful, even 

to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.  Jesus doesn’t promise a crown of riches or a 

crown of popularity or a crown of money, fame or fortune.  He gives us something that lasts much longer and 

much better.  He gives us the crown of THE life - it says in the Greek - eternal life.   

 

We have to remember how and why we receive this life.  It is still a gift that is given to us.  It is given to us 

because of the One who died and came to life in the first place.  This is plain to us as Jesus describes who He is 

in the beginning of this letter.  He says, 
8 

“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.”  Not only does He define Himself as 
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the Creator and the Judge, the First and the Last; He also defines Himself as the One who died and rose from 

the dead; the Redeemer.  This is the centerpiece of who Jesus is and what Jesus did for our salvation.  When He 

became human He took on all that we had; including our sin; and died under it; left it in the grave.  He is the 

First One to rise victorious; and He has designed it so that all who believe in Him are able to ride on His back 

into heaven.  It is this mighty work that we need to be connected to if we want to live forever. 

 

 

When Jesus talked with Nicodemus He told Nicodemus that he had to be “born again of water and the 

Spirit.”  He was referring to baptism; through which Nicodemus would be put to death with Christ and raised 

with Christ.  The same rings true with us.  What is it that can give us hope in the midst of death?  How do we 

know we will end up in heaven with Jesus?  How do we know that God isn’t reserving some special 

punishment for us?  Because God’s Word makes it clear; Jesus was punished for us; all of us; all of our sins. 

 We know that we won’t face God’s wrath on Judgment Day because Jesus already did for us.  We know that 

we will rise from the dead because Jesus rose from the dead.  In our baptism God promises us that everything 

that happened to Jesus has happened to us and will happen to us.  Jesus is the only way we can be absolutely 

sure of eternal life; because its a gift that He earned.   

 

 

We need to keep our eyes focused on the prize of life.  Without this prize it would be so easy to give up.  In 

Hebrews chapter 11, known as the Hall of Fame when it comes to those who lived in the faith, the writer talks 

about how Noah built the ark and Abraham moved from home at an old age.  What was it that motivated them 

to do such things?  He writes,  
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All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the things 

promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance. And they admitted that they 

were aliens and strangers on earth. 
14 

People who say such things show that they are looking for 

a country of their own. 
15 

If they had been thinking of the country they had left, they would have 

had opportunity to return. 
16 

Instead, they were longing for a better country—a heavenly one. 

Therefore God is not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared a city for them.  
 

Even when the book of Hebrews talks about Jesus going to the cross, what does it say in chapter 12?  It says,  
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Let us fix our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy set before him 

endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.   

 

Notice what it says?  For the JOY set before Him.  In going to the cross, Jesus was thinking about the fact that 

He was dying for the sins of the world; that He would be able to welcome thousands of us into heaven some 

day; that there would also be a resurrection to eternal life because of what He was doing.  This joy and hope 

motivated to go through hell for us.     

 

Think about what happened to Stephen.  He had just called his fellow Jews a bunch of stiff necked murderers 

who resist the Holy Spirit.  The people were ready to stone him to death.  Maybe he could have calmed them 

down if he would have backed off and told them about how God still loved them.  But it was at that point that 

God granted him a vision of heaven as He saw Jesus in the clouds.  Instead of being quiet out of fear of getting 

stoned to death, he opened his mouth and told everyone what he saw.  Having seen heaven, he couldn’t and 

wouldn’t keep quiet.  They dragged him outside the city and stoned him to death; but little did they know they 

also stoned him to life.  With a vision of heaven, Stephen was more than happy to die.  Instead of being filled 

with vengeance, he prayed for their forgiveness. 
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Think of how Jesus describes heaven in the book of Revelation.  “Never again will they hunger.  Never will 

they thirst.  The sun will not beat upon them.”  Jesus promises that those who continue to believe and profess 

Christ until the day they die will not be hurt AT ALL by the second death.  Not one flame of hell will touch 

you.  Not one hair will be even singed.  You’ll make it through without any fault or any blame.  Jesus will 

crown you with life.  Imagine Jesus coming up to you and personally welcoming you into heaven; after all that 

you’ve gone through; to finally reach the end.  Paul referred to the “crown” in reference to winning a race. 

  Completely exhausted, having fallen down and collapsed across the finish line, you will be raised by Christ 

who will take you by the hand and say, “Welcome home!”  This is what is waiting for you if you keep clinging 

to Christ alone.   Why are you resisting your temptations?  Why do you keep confessing your sins?  Why do 

you keep taking the Lord’s Supper?  Why do you pay for Lutheran education or keep bringing your kids to 

Sunday School?  Why do you keep praying?  Why do you keep studying the Word?  Remember the prize 

promised for them and for us in Christ alone.  There is a reward at the end; a great reward.  

 

 

What do you want in a church?  When a man decides to ask a woman to marry him, he sometimes has a rather 

shallow focus.  Does she look good?  Can she cook?  Does she smile once in a while?  I’m good with that. 

 That’ll do.  Then as he gets into the marriage he usually realizes that he maybe should have thought a little bit 

more about it.  I had an old friend who met a gal who was willing to marry him.  At the time, he was in a rock 

band.  She liked that about him.  But when he grew up and became more responsible, he realized that the rock 

band wasn’t going to pay the rent.  He wasn’t going to be a rich rock star, so he got a regular job.  She didn’t 

like the idea of being married to a normal guy who wasn’t a rock star.  She left him.  She wasn’t faithful.   

 

 

What do you want in a church?  People usually like to look for active and what they consider to be growing and 

lively churches.  But what about a dying one?   

 

 

In many ways it has been seemingly easy to be a member of a church here in America over the past fifty years. 

 Godly morality was acceptable.  Churches were protected and supported by the government.  The tide has 

turned.  Things are going south in a hurry.  Heaven only knows what is in store for us.  If I were to guess, our 

future is going to be like that of the congregation in Smyrna; being attacked with slander by the very people 

who should be our brothers and sisters in Christ.  Active as we may be and lively as we may or may not be, we 

may have no choice but to die.   

 

 

What are we to do?  What do you want from your church at this time?  What Jesus wanted of the congregation 

in Smyrna and every congregation, is first and foremost to stay faithful.  Keep clinging to Christ and His 

salvation; for in Him there is true life and eternal life; along with the hope that keeps us fighting against Satan 

until the bitter end.  In the end, it shouldn’t matter to us if we lose this building; the school; or even our freedom 

to worship.  It shouldn’t matter if we end up being stoned to death as Stephen did or crucified like Peter.  It is as 

we sing in Martin Luther’s hymn -  

 

 

And take they our life, goods, fame child and wife. 

Let these all be gone.  They yet have nothing won. 

The kingdom ours remaineth.  (And so does life, even in the midst of death.) Amen.   

 


