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Revelation 2:8–11 (NIV) Rev. Timothy M. Schwartz 
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. 9 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. 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 life as your victor’s crown.  
11 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.  

 

JESUS OUTLIVES OUR TROUBLES 

Loved ones, 

Just down the road in Watertown, WI on what is now the campus of Luther Preparatory School, our 

church body used to operate a college for men that were preparing for the Seminary. It was called 

Northwestern College. In 1995 its doors were permanently closed and its faculty and students moved to 

New Ulm, MN. Now both our teachers and potential pastors are trained at the same school named Martin 

Luther College. 

When Northwestern closed, its alumni society commissioned a hand-crafted wooden case with fine 

velvet on the inside that has been shaped along the outlines of twelve glasses that lay along the edges of 

the case. In the center of the case is a bottle of cognac, not to be touched until there are only twelve men left 

in this world who can claim to have graduated from the school. The instructions with the case clearly state 

that the last twelve are to gather, open the bottle, and drink it together, each man being the first and only 

man to use the glass out of which he is sipping. 

It’s going to be a little awkward, don’t you think, when the number gets down to 20. Do you think 

anyone is going to get a phone call, “So how are you feeling?” Men in their nineties and maybe older will 

be competing once again, not in football or forensics like they did in school, but in a contest to see who can 

outlive each other to take a sip from one of the prized glasses. 

I’m sure it will be a special occasion… There will be some time to tell some stories, to catch up on life, 

and thank God for the blessings that they received as college students in faith strengthened and friends 

made and in training for the ministry, and then that will be it. The prize for outliving people over in a 

moment. 

In these verses from the Bible’s book called Revelation today, Jesus tells us of another prize that is 

available to someone who outlives others. It’s called “the crown of life” - not a prize that only lasts a 

moment and then is gone, but a prize that goes on and on and never ends. One other thing – the contest for 

this prize is already over. Jesus won it – he outlasted sin, he outsmarted Satan, he outlived death and won 

eternal life. That’s great news for him. The great news for us is that even though he is the one who won the 

prize, he lets us sip from his glass. His victory is our victory. As surely as Jesus lives in heaven, so will we 

live without sin or any of the troubles it brings us in this world. And what is more, we don’t have to wait 

until we are in heaven to experience the blessings that come with Jesus’ victory. Just the thought that Jesus 

outlived the things that attacked him in this world gives us hope that we will make it through our troubles, 

strength to endure them, and finally salvation from them. Keep that thought in mind as we look even 

closer at these verses: JESUS OUTLIVES OUR TROUBLES. 

 

These are the words of him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again. It’s amazing 

on its own that Jesus is eternal. God has no birthday, no beginning. There is no time when he did not exist 



and there will be no time when he stops existing. He was already there when the first stars were put in the 

sky, when the last dinosaur died, when man discovered fire and the wheel and invented the printing press 

and when we landed on the moon had every right to say, “I’ve been waiting.” And when the Last Day of 

history comes, he’ll still be there and he’ll actually say, “I’ve been waiting for this.” But when Jesus says, I 

am the “First and the Last,” he is saying more than just “I existed when the world began and when it will 

end.” Jesus is not the bookends that stand at the beginning and the end of the history of the world. He is 

the author and publisher of the books. 

Everything from the plot-line of world history to the plot-line of your life… his idea.  “May the nations 

be glad and sing for joy, for you rule the peoples with equity and guide the nations of the earth.” (Psalm 67:4, NIV) 

It’s true. Every event in the plot-line of world history to the plot-line of your life… his idea and happens 

only because he has decided it will in the same way that every character in a book and every thing that 

happens to that character is up to the author from the first page to the last. 

Now, that might bring to mind a question. If everything that happens in the history of the world is up 

to God, then why are there earthquakes? Why do evil people get put in power? Why do I not only sin, but I 

like to sin?  

Just because an author writes a story does not mean that readers will like it. When God made the 

world, not one of his chapters included sin. He published a world history – age after age of perfect people 

without war, without terrorism or disaster or death. People who perfectly loved each other and a world 

with life that continued on forever. But his human readers don’t like the fact that the perfect world is his 

idea. We want to include our own, so here is what we did: we ripped the pages out of his perfect book and 

put our own ideas in there – ideas of selfishness and greed and gossipy jealousy, ideas of hatred and 

disrespect. And we even have gone so far as to cross out God’s byline and put our own name on the cover.  

The problem is, when you change the middle pages in the book, it affects the ending. Sin and 

selfishness and denial of God do not result in an ending in eternal paradise. No human could conceive of 

such a thing as life that goes on forever. So the ending of this history book becomes a work of fiction – 

people believe in a false way of gaining eternal life that human beings can earn, or they believe, falsely that 

nothing will happen.  

But even if readers try to change their copy of the book, that still does not change the author’s idea. The 

story remains the same in the author’s mind. So, here is what he did – with the copy of the book that now 

included sin, he added some pages of his own. He left the pages that included sin and death in the story 

and added some more of his own – ”Jesus died and came to life again.” 

Remember, this is history Jesus wrote. He did not just make up a Savior who would die and come back 

to life, he lived through it. He added himself as a character to the book because no one in the book had 

what it took to take the sins of the world on himself. None of the original characters were perfect. But the 

author was and is – and so he put himself in history. He is perfect man who alone was stronger than sin 

though he was tempted by it for decades. He is the perfect man, who alone stood up to Satan and 

withstood him so long that the devil gave up for a while. He is the perfect man, who died not because he 

had to, but because he chose to out of love, knowing his death would pay for your sin. He is the perfect 

man who outlived death and walked out of his grave. Jesus outlived your biggest troubles – beginning 

with sin and ending with death, showing that he is the first and the last, not anything the devil can throw 

at him. We believe this with all of our hearts. 

We also believe Jesus when he says this: 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. 10 Do not 

be afraid of what you are about to suffer. 

It’s a little hard to identify with the people to whom Jesus is speaking here – it seems that in the city of 

Smyrna to be a Christian was to ask for trouble. People outside of the church could hurt you and take your 

stuff without consequence, leaving your poor. And people who had claimed to follow the true God all their 

lives hated you if you mentioned Jesus Christ. They saw the bible’s teaching on being saved by grace as a 



threat to their way of religion that had come to teach you were saved by good works and their religious 

rituals. They slandered Christians as unpatriotic, as followers of a false God, when sadly, they were the 

ones who missed out on the real blessing of being Jewish – the Messiah, and they were the ones who 

actually were being ruled by Satan, even as they said you were. There was not just the threat of poverty of 

money for the Christian, but of protection, of friends and support. 

That’s the real point of all of our readings today. Jesus told a story in our gospel lesson today of a rich 

man and a poor man. The rich man went to hell and when he tried to get out he could not. When he 

pleaded for someone to warn his brothers about hell, he was told – they’ve been warned all along in the 

bible – and given the way to heaven in it as well. So, the story of the rich man and poor Lazarus is not – 

“Rich people go to hell, poor people go to heaven,” but it’s this – “Rich or poor put your faith in Christ! 

Rich or poor, your most important possession is him.” 

No matter what your troubles, when you put your faith in Christ, you have been given life that will 

outlast them all.  

Just as an example, maybe your poverty is a poverty of peace in your family. The divorce is final, but 

the trouble over custody, over letting go of harsh words that have been said, over temptation to say and do 

wrong things you know will make things worse, but will feel so right and oh, so good is far from over. The 

struggle to forgive seems unwinnable. Your poverty is not one of money. You wonder will I ever have 

peace? 

Jesus answers us:  “I know. I know your poverty. I know your problems. And I am bigger than them 

all. I outlasted sin, I outwitted Satan, I outlived death. Those were your big problems. Any problems in 

your family, with your health, in your church are fallout from the big problems. Trust me. I’ve written 

your history – your health history, your family history, your church’s history. And guess what, there is one 

way in which you are rich, one thing in which you do not lack –the promises of God. 

“I promise to give you strength to outlast your hardship, he says. I promise you wisdom to fight 

temptation and endure it. “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.” (1 Corinthians 10:13, NIV)” And finally, he says, “I promise you that you 

will outlive death: Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you life as your victor’s crown.” 

As a member of the Northwestern Class of 1995, by the numbers, at least, there is a chance that yours 

truly could be one of the twelve people who get to hold one of those special glasses. Of course, God does 

not consult the numbers before he makes decisions, so I may pass away first. Already one of our classmates 

has gone to heaven. If that happens, even better. There will be plenty to eat and drink in heaven that blows 

away the finest meals you’ve ever had on earth. 

Knowing that helps us in our troubles here. No matter how bad they get, no matter how long they last, 

we have a Savior who outlives them and shares that life with us. Trust him when your troubles of this 

sinful world don’t seem to quit. They will. They won’t have a choice, because Jesus has chose to save you 

from them. Amen. 

   September Jude 1:24 to the only God our Savior be glory, majesty, power and authority, through Jesus 

Christ our Lord, before all ages, now and forevermore! Amen. 

 


