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Scriptural Foundation: Revelation 3:1-6

To the Church in Sardis 

1 "To the angel of the church in Sardis write:


These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. 2Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God. 3 Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you. 4 Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. 5 He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels. 6 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”
The mood was tense as we stood face to face with a ferocious beast, a giant 8 foot tall bear.  My young sons, only four and two years old at the time, were terrified as nothing but air separated us from this animal that was baring its’ teeth in an angry smile.  The bear was raised up on its’ hind legs stretching to its full stature.  Light glistened off the sharp claws as the bear’s paws extended out toward us.  My oldest son literally shook with fear as he grabbed my leg, hoping for protection.  Daniel burst into tears with fright as he leaped into my arms.  What is a father to do in this situation?  

With great courage I reached up and jammed my fist right into the bear’s open mouth!  Admiration and pride swelled in the eyes of my two boys as they watched their dad in amazement.  “See,” I said as we were standing in the hall of Jumer’s restaurant, “This bear is no longer alive.  He looks alive, but he is dead.”  Alexander now was intrigued.  He wanted to touch the bear too with his own hands.  He now cautiously approached the bear.  Just before he reached out to stroke the bear’s fur has asked me one more question, “Will he bite, Daddy?  Will he bite?”  “No, he cannot bite, Sonny,” and with that, all fear, all respect for the fearsome animal vanished and my two boys felt the bears fur, claws and teeth.

In Revelation 3:1-6, we read a sad and tragic letter written to a sad and tragic church.  The church at Sardis is very much like the bear in Jumer’s restaurant that day. . . it appeared to have life, but it was dead.  This church once had spiritual life, but now it was merely a stuffed image.  The congregation at Sardis was an exact opposite to the congregation at Smyrna.  In Smyrna the church members were physically being put to death, but spiritually they were vibrantly alive.  In Sardis, the church members had a reputation for their vitality, but they were dismally dead.  The church at Sardis could well be renamed, “The Church of the Nominal Christian”.  This church was full of people who were Christians in name only. They were professors of Christ but they were not possessors of the Lord Jesus. Like the fig tree that Jesus cursed, it had leaves, but it bore no fruit.  Jesus had not yet cursed this church, but He was about to if they did not wake up from their spiritual slumber and follow the path towards spiritual revival.
Jesus message to this dead church is simple, “Wake up!  Wake up before it is too late!”

Jesus’ typical pattern in His messages to the seven churches is to first, give a word of commendation, then a word of correction, and finally a word of counsel.  But for Sardis, there is no word of commendation.  Jesus begins with a word of correction in Verse 1.

“To the angel of the church in Sardis write: These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead.”
Ancient Sardis was founded around 1200 B.C. and was formerly the capital of the exceedingly wealthy kingdom of Lydia.  The name of that kingdom’s most famous king, Croesus, lives on in the old saying, “As rich as Croesus.”  Some believe that gold and silver coins were first minted at Sardis.  Sardis was a very important city located above the junction for five major roads so it was a center for trade and transportation.  Sardis was a dual level city in that one part was at sea level and the rest of the city was located high on a mountain, some 1,500 feet in elevation.  Sardis was a center for wool production and the clothing industry.  Its location made this city a nearly impregnable fortress.  An historian commented that a child could protect this city.
Jesus goes on to say,

“These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.”
How Jesus presents Himself to each church becomes an important message to the church and a clue to the answer to her problem.  We have studied the church at Thyatira, a church that had become morally corrupt. Jesus presents himself to Thyatira this way in Chapter 2, Verse 18:

“To the angel of the church in Thyatira write: These are the words of the Son of God, whose eyes are like blazing fire and whose feet are like burnished bronze.”
To this church that had become morally corrupt, Jesus presents Himself as the Son of God, the sovereign Lord and Ruler whose eyes flame with purifying fire and whose feet walk in the midst of the church great force and weight as the feet of glowing bronze.  Jesus wants Thyatira to know that they need Him to minister to them as the Refiner’s Fire, as the sovereign Lord who is able to purify this church.  

Sardis is one step deeper in her spiritual sickness.  We might expect that Jesus will present Himself in even more fearsome terms, but He does not.  Instead, He comes very gently to them.  This is a church that is on life support and they need hope that there is life.  Notice how Jesus presents Himself to the church at Sardis: He holds the seven spirits of God, and He holds the seven stars.

The seven spirits of God represent the perfection of the Holy Spirit. The picture of Jesus holding the Holy Spirit in His hand reminds us that Jesus is the means through which God gives His Spirit to the church and the Spirit of God is what the church in Sardis desperately needs.  

What the church of Sardis desperately needs is to be filled with the Holy Spirit from whom all believers receive the life of God.  The Holy Spirit alone breathes spiritual life into a church.   Such spiritual life cannot be manufactured by human activity or planning.  This church needed the life-giving wind of the Holy Spirit to blow across them. They needed fresh wind and fresh fire to blow across the congregation.

The seven stars in Jesus’ hand represent the seven local churches addressed in Revelation Chapters 2 and 3.  The church in Sardis needs to remember that Jesus is holding the seven churches, both holding them in His care, but also holding them in sovereign authority and power. The church is not in the control of human authorities.  No man, or group of men, is able to govern the church and to direct how it is to be run or to create vision for the ministry.  Jesus does that for His church.  Jesus sets the agenda for us.  Jesus proclaims for His church. Jesus drives the vision. Jesus is the One who calls us to consult Him in our planning, in our programming, in our thinking, and in our decisions regarding the church. Jesus is still the Head of His church and this church at Sardis had forgotten that.
Human leaders must listen to the Head of the church, Jesus, Himself.  If the leaders of a church forget that Jesus is in charge then they will stop listening to His voice and following His lead. If we stop following the Head of the church we will be separated from the life of God.  We will act independently of Him.  We will move forward with our own plans and agendas for the church and the church will die as a result.

This church needed the Holy Spirit to do a fresh work and they needed to submit themselves afresh to Jesus as Lord and Sovereign.

Jesus goes on to say,

“I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead.”
Literally, John writes, “you have a name.”  This churches reputation as an influential and growing church had spread far and wide.  This church had no problem with bad press . . . she did not need a boost from a marketing company.  She did not need to communicate herself better to the community.  No, she had done a great job of those things.  The community held her in high esteem.  Her name was mentioned positively in the papers and the media.  Undoubtedly, this church had many fine programs reaching the community’s physical and social needs.  She had no shortage of talent, money or volunteers.  She was a church that the community seemed to applaud for her good works and acts of charity.  But her reputation did not match the inner reality.  

There was a great difference between what God saw when He looked at this church and what man saw.  There almost always is for outward appearances can be very deceptive and man looks at outward appearance, but God looks at the heart, as Daniel would say,  and when He looked at this church’s heart, God saw deadness.

This was a church of the taxidermist:  Members were skilled at making their dead church appear as though it were alive.  You know that dead churches sing songs just like living churches do.  Dead churches pray prayers, they fellowship together, they listen to inspiring messages, they serve their community, they have nice buildings, and they have a host of activities.  But, a church dies when the Holy Spirit stops working to bring real spiritual life to it through the Gospel of Jesus. 
How can one tell whether a person or a church is spiritually dead?  First, if we are asking the question, then something is wrong.  We do not ask that question of physically healthy bodies because physically, healthy bodies give ample indications.  We only ask the question when a person is unconscious and nearly dead.  Nonetheless it is an important question because we do not wish to declare dead a person who is still alive.  Some signs that a church has become spiritually dead are these: first, the spiritually dead have no spiritual conversations about the glory of God or about the greatness of His grace. Second, the spiritually dead have no burden for the lost or zeal for the Gospel. Third, the spiritually dead have no awareness of the spiritual battle that wages strongly about them.  Fourth, the spiritually dead have no appetite for the bread from heaven of the Word of God. Fifth, the spiritually dead have no commitment to real sacrifice for the sake of God’s kingdom, no commitment for active obedience. Sixth, the spiritually dead have no deep love for God or unconditional love for one another. Seventh, the spiritually dead have no life in the prayers of the church and no longing for His second coming. Finally, the spiritually dead have no joy in the midst of trials and no peace in times of trouble.  These are all tell tale signs of spiritual lifelessness; signs that the Holy Spirit is not active in a church or a person.

How does a church die?  We are not told directly how the church at Sardis died, but there are some clues in the text.  There are three elements that infected this church with a terminal spiritual disease.

First, they loved their reputation more than they loved the reality of true spiritual life. They loved that people thought well of them more than they loved the inner life of God’s Spirit.  Jesus said that they had a name but no life.  In this way they were like the Pharisees in Jesus’ day.  They liked to look good on the outside but did not attend to the inner life with God.  Matthew 23, describes these Pharisees in this way: 

27 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs which on the outside appear beautiful, but inside they are full of dead men's bones and all uncleanness. 28 So you, too, outwardly appear righteous to men, but inwardly you are full of hypocrisy and lawlessness.” 

This is exactly the description of Sardis. They were like white-washed tombs on the outside.  They were so beautiful.  They were monuments, but on the inside they were full of dead men’s bones and all uncleanness.  There was an external form of righteousness that this church possessed, but the internal righteousness, the righteousness that can only be produced by God, was completely missing.

What matters more to us, our reputation or the reality of real life with God?  If we had to give up one for the other, which would we choose?  Would we choose the scorn and disregard of everyone about us in order for us to say, “I will pursue real life with God,” or would we say, “I would rather have everyone think well of me. I like the life with God, too, but this is where I come down.” We have to be careful that we do not desire too strongly the applause of men.

Jesus would say, as recorded in Luke 6:26:

“Woe to you when all men speak well of you, for that is how their fathers treated the false prophets.”
The apostle Paul warned of this in speaking directly to slaves in Colossians Chapter 3,
22 Slaves, in all things obey those who are your masters on earth, not with external service, as those who [merely] please men, but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord. 23 Whatever you do, do your work heartily, as for the Lord rather than for men, 24 knowing that from the Lord you will receive the reward of the inheritance. It is the Lord Christ whom you serve. 

It is not what others think of you that matters, but it is who you are; it is the life of God being lived out through your person.  People who are born again are the only ones who understand that what really matters is the spiritual life of God. If we don’t have that then we really don’t have anything, do we?

The second element that infected this church with terminal, spiritual illness was that they allowed sin to go unchecked and infect their souls.

In Verse 4, Jesus describes the few in the church who did not share in the spiritual deadness of the church as being people “who have not soiled their clothes.”  In some way, noticed only by Jesus, this church was soiling its clothes and neglecting to have them cleaned.  The bride’s gown had mud on it, probably not committing one of the “Big Sins.”  God would have named it if so and would have been noticed by all.  But likely, the church was unclean through respectable sins, those sins we do not confront or think of as being extremely troublesome and dangerous to our soul.  These include the sins of the Pharisees; sins like self-will and self-righteousness.  These sins are so lethal to the spiritual life of a person and of a whole church.

In self-will, members want the church to follow their own preferences and that is deadly and destructive in a church when members carry about in their bodies’ unrestrained and unrepentant self-will.  In this our preferences are demanded in relationship to music, programs, and policies.  In self-righteousness, members measure each other through a list of man-made standards and look down with spiritual superiority on others who do not measure up to those contrived expectations. Whole churches die when the members begin to soil their garments with these kinds of sins and do nothing to purify themselves.

The third element that brought about spiritual death was that they had forgotten the necessity of the present, ongoing work of the Holy Spirit in their lives and in their church. There are two ways that seem to be indicated as part of the problem.
The first is the way that Jesus describes Himself as “the One who holds the seven spirits of God” out to this church.

Secondly, also in Verse 3, Jesus said,


 “Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard…”

The better translation is in the King James Version, “Remember…how…”  How did the church receive and how did they hear?  It was through the work of Jesus Christ and then through the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost, and the work of the Holy Spirit all through the Book of Acts bringing the Gospel throughout the whole world.  This church had forgotten the necessity of the present, on-going work of the Holy Spirit in her midst. They seemed to rest on their past experiences and empowerment to get them through the present day.  They did not keep in step with the Holy Spirit and were soon walking all alone without Him. They neglected listening to His voice each day.

It is healthy for us to ask ourselves, “What evidence do we see that reveals the working of God’s Spirit in my life and in our church?”  If everything we see can be explained by human efforts, then we may be like the church in Sardis.

Now Jesus gives a word of counsel.  Jesus offered a resurrection for this dead church if they wanted one.  How good our Lord is to offer the power of his resurrection to us personally and corporately.  No person or church is beyond the offer of spiritual revival if we would receive it and heed God’s instructions to us. God alone can produce revival, but we can take some actions to ready ourselves for revival when it arrives. 
Jesus lists four actions; each of these comes in rapid fire fashion, one immediately after the other.

First, He says: “Wake up!” as in a spiritual awakening, as He says in Verse 2:
“Wake up, and strengthen the things that remain, which were about to die; for I have not found your deeds completed in the sight of My God.”
There is one interesting side note in Sardis’ prior history in that she was only conquered twice – once by the Persians and another by Greeks.  Both times she was taken by stealth and not by force.  The city had become smug and overconfident of her position on the high mountain and failed to post a single guard on her steepest side.  Small groups of soldiers were able to slip into the city undetected by scaling the mountain wall.  The city had fallen asleep militarily and was defeated because of it.  Jesus seems to draw a spiritual parallel to her ancient history to remind her that spiritual complacency was just as deadly as physical complacency.  Without vigilance the enemies which wage war against our soul will overrun us and we will perish.  We must not become complacent in our spiritual lives; not as an individual and not as a church. We must ever be vigilant and conscious of the fact that we have real enemies, and when we get into this state we must wake up to the fact that something is horribly wrong because if we are not concerned that we are spiritually dead, if we are not waking up and alerted to that fact, then we will not do anything about it and we will remain in a state of spiritual death.
The second instruction that Jesus lists is: “Work Out!!” as He says in Verse 2,
“…and strengthen the things that remain, for I have not found your deeds completed in the sight of My God.” 

Jesus knew their inner life and he was not impressed.  He had performed a spiritual test on this church and when the test came back He knew they were within a heartbeat of loosing a revival.
The third instruction Jesus gives is, “Weigh In!!”  Scales give us an objective measure of how we are doing.  He tells them, in Verse 3,
“Remember…what you have received and heard…” 

But, more properly, remember “how” you received your salvation through the Word and by God’s Spirit.  The temptation is to think we are doing great until we measure by an objective standard.  It is easy for us to say, “Hey, my spiritual life is going pretty good.  Why it is way better than Phil’s or Julia’s or Roscoe’s.”  But, we do not weigh ourselves on the scales of our culture!  It is foolish to determine whether we are overweight or not by comparing ourselves with another individual.  We weigh ourselves on the scales of Scripture.  Only the Bible provides us with a sure standard; a perfect measure.  

Remember King Balthazar’s drunken feast in Daniel 5? 

1 King Balthazar gave a great banquet for a thousand of his nobles and drank wine with them. 2 While Balthazar was drinking his wine, he gave orders to bring in the gold and silver goblets that Nebuchadnezzar his father had taken from the temple in Jerusalem, so that the king and his nobles, his wives and his concubines might drink from them. 

Then the finger of God wrote on the wall and Balthazar became so terrified his knees knocked together.  He sent for Daniel to interpret to interpret the writing of God.  Daniel told him that he had become arrogant and forgetful of God.  The words written on the wall were, “Mene, Mene, Tekel, Uphasin.”  Tekel meant, “You have been weighed on the scales and have been found lacking.” 

We must remember how you received and heard.  Weigh yourself by the Holy Spirit and the Word of God!

Finally, Jesus said, “Wash Up!!”  After waking, and after working out, and after weighing in, it is then time to hit the showers.

God has John write in Verse 3, 

“Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you.” 

Repent!  Get serious about seeking God to receive a real change, a real purification, a real heart transformation.  Turn from the things which brought you death. Turn from your spiritual complacency. Turn from those respectable sins of self-will and self-righteousness and submit yourself afresh to the Lordship of Jesus Christ.  Repent in those things that are odious in the sight of God and receive the cleansing that God offers you.  
Jesus gives a word of encouragement in Verses 4 and 5.  

4 “Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. 5 He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels.” 

God always has a remnant of people, even in the deadest of churches.  He always has a few of his precious children in Sardis.  God delights to work through a few when the church is dead.  God’s power does not depend on great numbers, but His name is exalted all the more through the weakness of His instruments. 

Two promises are made to those who overcome. First, those who overcome will walk with Jesus dressed in white.  The fact that they have not soiled their garments does not mean that they had not sinned, but it means that they continually applied for God’s perfect cleansing.

I John 1, says,

8 If we claim to be without sin, we deceive ourselves and the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness. 

In the Gospel, we find the righteousness of God given to those who believe.

These are the ones who regularly confessed their sin . . . agreed with God about it, turned from it and received God’s purifying work. No garments are more valuable than the ones that have been washed in Jesus’ blood.  To walk with Jesus, we must be dressed in His righteousness!  No other clothes meet the requirements to be able to walk with Him.  Here, our worthiness to walk with Him comes from Him as His gift to us.  

The second promise Jesus offers is: those who overcome have their names permanently recorded in the Book of Life and will be acknowledged by Jesus before God the Father and the angels.  This is what He says in Verse 5:
“He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels.” 

This “book of life” is mentioned 6 times in the Revelation.  It is called the “book of life,” “the Lamb’s book of life” and the “book of life belonging to the Lamb.”  

Most likely in this one book are recorded all the names of everyone who has ever lived.  Those who receive spiritual life from God through believing on Jesus will remain in the book.  Their names become written in permanent ink at the moment of their conversion. This is our precious inheritance. This is our birthright.  Those who physically die without submitting to Jesus as Savior and Lord will have their names erased at death.  This book then acts as a registry of heaven itself.  

Is your name permanently written in the book of life?  

In conclusion: no person or church is beyond the reach of God’s work of grace through the Holy Spirit.  But no church is beyond experiencing spiritual death.  We must experience the fresh life giving work of God’s Spirit every day. Here are three applications:

1. Keep in step with the Spirit of God.  Never become complacent in your walk with God.  We need daily renewal and revival.  We need God to send His Spirit to work in us, among us and through us!  We must not ignore Him. 

2. Yearn for the reality of spiritual life more than the reputation for spiritual life.  Care less about what others think and more about what God thinks.  
3. When we think that lifelessness is setting in upon our church or our soul, remember Jesus’ counsel: wake up, work out, weigh in and wash up.  Nominal Christianity is utterly worthless.  Do not let yourself be content with it.  

Jesus admonished us in Verse 6,


“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”
