
The Martyrdom of Polycarp 

Tonight we take up the life and death of Polycarp. Considered from the perspective of history, his 

life holds great significance for us as Christians. Polycarp holds the honor of being the first post-New 

Testament believer to die for the faith. Although he was the first, he would not be the last. But, his death 

did set a precedent, which later Christians studied and imitated. Polycarp became the example par 

excellence for future generations of what it means to meet death calmly, resolutely, and without fear. 

Polycarp was born in 69 AD, which would have been a very exciting time in history to be alive! His life 

story is set against the backdrop of the most formative era of the church. As the age of the original band 

of apostles grew to a close, it was necessary for them to make the critical transition to the second 

generation of believers, to pass the torch to future leaders. Enter Polycarp. Tradition has it that he was 

personally discipled by the apostle John and that he was appointed as bishop of Smyrna (in present day 

Turkey) by some of the original apostles. He was a simple man. Humble birth. Humble beginnings. His 

surviving writings display a man who was uneducated. Even still, his writings are full of depth and passion 

and zeal for his Lord. Uneducated, yes; but by no means dumb. Polycarp grasped God’s Word on a very 

deep level, and he was able to apply this Word of God concretely to real life situations.    

The martyrdom of Polycarp is the stuff of legends. It is a moving story of conviction, confession 

and courage. Let us look at the particulars. We are not sure why at the age of 86, Polycarp became a target 

of Roman hostility. What we do know is that when word got out that Roman soldiers had been dispatched 

to arrest him, Polycarp did not want to flee. He wanted to stand his ground and accept his fate as from the 

Lord. However, being persuaded by close friends, Polycarp agreed to retreat to the countryside in order to 

escape arrest. While living in seclusion, he had a vision in which he saw his pillow consumed by fire, and 

from thenceforth, he knew that he was to be burned alive.  However, far from causing him to despair, his 

vision served only to strengthen his resolve to meet death as a preordained certainty. For what God wills, 



God sees to the end. When the Roman soldiers finally caught up with him, Polycarp refused to run and 

hide. He resigned himself to his morbid fate and put up no resistance to his arrest.  We are told that after 

Polycarp had been brought into the arena, the Roman governor said to him: "Swear to the gods and I will 

let you go. Curse Christ." To this Polycarp answered: "For eighty-six years I have been Christ’s servant 

and He has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme against my King and Savior?"' Polycarp understood 

very clearly that because God himself willed his martyrdom nothing on earth could alter this Divine 

decree. The martyrdom narrative records how Polycarp was unfazed by the barrage of assaults leveled 

against him. When the Roman governor began to describe in graphic detail the gruesome death, which 

awaited him if he didn’t renounce his faith, Polycarp simply replied: “While the governor’s fire lasts but 

a little while, the fires of judgment reserved for the ungodly cannot be quenched”. They were supposed to 

be interrogating him, but he used the opportunity to preach God’s judgement against all who refused to 

confess Christ. Polycarp then concluded, "But why do you delay? Come, do what you will." It was as if 

he was taunting them: “Go on, do it!” And at that, his fate was sealed. The Roman guards then grabbed 

him to nail him to a stake, but Polycarp stopped them: "Leave me as I am. For He who grants me to endure 

the fire will enable me also to remain on the pyre unmoved, without the security you desire from nails." 

He prayed aloud, the fire was lit, and his flesh was consumed. With a flair for the dramatic, the chronicler 

of his martyrdom described the burning process: "not as burning flesh but as bread baking or as gold and 

silver refined in a furnace." The account concludes by observing how Polycarp's death was remembered 

by everyone even by his persecutors.  

It was supposed to be the denouement of his destruction. A tragic end to a tragic tale. But his death 

did not have the desired effect the Romans hoped it would. It was meant to be a deterrent, to instill fear 

into the hearts of other Christians so as to keep them in line with Roman values. Instead, his death sparked 

a firestorm of confession. In his death, Polycarp gave witness to the God of Life. And this is his lasting 



legacy to us.  Polycarp’s death was a public display of the hope of every Christian. In his death, he became 

a martyr in the truest sense of the word. The word ‘martyr’ means, “to bear witness”. Polycarp’s death 

bore witness to the truth of God’s creative goodness. The Bible begins, not with a living man as though 

man lived self-evidently, but begins with the Creator, who speaks everything into existence, including 

every living person.  Life is, therefore, a gift. Life comes to us from the outside, from God, so that even 

that which most belongs to us doesn’t really belong to us. Precisely in our being made alive, our 

relationship with God is revealed: He is our Creator, and we are His creatures. And the God who created 

this very life will not stand by while life perishes eternally. For this reason, the God of life submitted to 

our death, so that in our own death, we might claim the life of God as our own. The martyr, then, submits 

to death not because he or she wants to die, but because to confess any other life, any other god, is death 

already. Dying becomes the only way to live. The martyr’s death is a voiceless confession of how our life 

is derived from God, exists in God, and will one day return to Him. In his dying, Polycarp expressed the 

inexpressible: “For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, but whoever loses their life for the sake 

of Christ will find it”. Amen.  
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