SARDIS:


THE CHURCH THAT DID NOT KNOW 


THAT IT WAS DEAD


Revelation 3:1-6


And to the angel of the church in Sardis write, These things says He who has the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars: “I know your works, that you have a name that you are alive, but you are dead.2 Be watchful, and strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die, for I have not found your works perfect before God.3 Remember therefore how you have received and heard; hold fast and repent. Therefore if you will not watch, I will come upon you as a thief, and you will not know what hour I will come upon you.4 You have a few names even in Sardis who have not defiled their garments; and they shall walk with Me in white, for they are worthy.5 He who overcomes shall be clothed in white garments, and I will not blot out his name from the Book of Life; but I will confess his name before My Father and before His angels.6 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” 








INTRODUCTION:


A.	As we study each of the letters to the seven churches of Asia, we learn invaluable lessons. Their true value can come only when we heed the admonition of our Lord, “He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches.” We must apply these lessons in our own lives.


B.	The lesson of the church at Sardis is one that well fits into our day and age. It is sad to know that there are churches, today, just like Sardis. It was a church that thought one thing about itself, when, in reality, it was something entirely different. It was a church that was dead spiritually. The members did not realize their true spiritual condition.


C.	Until we take a honest look at our own spiritual condition, we just might be blinded to the truth. Honest hearts will seek to conform themselves to the truth.


D.	What we need to learn form this church are the signs of deadness. If they exist within our own congregation, then we need to heed the warning of our Lord.








I	SARDIS: A CITY THAT LIVED ON ITS PAST


A.	The history of Sardis reveals much about the condition of the church in that city.


1.	Sardis was one of the oldest cities of Asia. It was the capital of the ancient kingdom of Lydia until 459 BC.


2.	It had been a rich city, with a glorious past.


a.	Its wealth came form its wool trade. It dyed its wool and made rugs and carpets that were exported throughout the known world of its day.


b.	The river Pactolus, which was at the foot of Mount Tmolus contained gold.


c.	When Cyrus the Great defeated this city in 548 BC, he took out of it over 600 million dollars worth of valuables.


3.	Sardis stood atop a high acropolis. It was surrounded on three sides by clefts that rose about 1500 feet above the plain. This gave them a false sense of security. They felt that they could defend themselves with a small army, because no one could scale the clefts.


a.	Twice in its history, the city fell as a result of its over confidence. In AD 549, Cyrus defeated the city by scaling the clefts, and finding no one watching this part of the city. Again, in 218 BC, Antiochus the Great repeated the same feat. They had not learned the lessons of history.


b.	The city was defeated because of its over confidence, and its failure to be watching.


4.	This was the first city to stamp coins of gold and silver.


5.	The city was destroyed by an earthquake in 17 AD. Tiberius forgave them their taxes for five years, and gave 10 million sesterces for its rebuilding. Although it was rebuilt, it never regained its power and influence.


a.	There were attempts to live off its past, but the city never regained its former glory.


b.	In 1402 the city was finally destroyed, never to be rebuilt again.


B.	Its religious practices contributed to its downfall.


1.	The most prominent temple was to the goddess Cybele, who was a mother-goddess. 


“Her worship, with its eunuch priesthood and its orgiastic rites, was one which tended, as much as that of Dionysus and Aphrodite, to sins of foul and dark impurity.” (Tolle, “The Seven Churches of Asia,” page 57.)


2.	Over the years, their religion produced a city full of decadence. It was in moral decay when the church was establish.


3.	There is no indication that the church faced any opposition in this city.


C.	The Church and the city have many parallels. Both were dead, but did not realize their deadness.








II	CHRIST DESCRIBES HIMSELF TO THIS CHURCH


These things says He who has the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars. (v 1a).


A.	Sardis is the first church that Christ has nothing good to say about the church. The other church is Laodicea.


B.	There is only a brief description of Christ. This implies that Christ had some serious problems with this church.


C.	Christ describes Himself as “he who has the seven Spirits of God.”


1.	Christ says that he had the seven Spirits of God. It was something that He possessed. What was this?


a.	The number seven is a perfect number, and indicates the perfection of God.


b.	The Spirit is the Holy Spirit, or the third part of the Godhead. It is that part which produces perfection.


2.	This description shows that Christ possesses the Holy Spirit of God without measure.


John 3:34   “For He whom God has sent speaks the words of God, for God does not give the Spirit by measure.”


a.	In the Old Testament, the Spirit was given in measure. In the New Testament, the Apostles and other inspired individuals only possessed the Spirit by measure. Not so with Christ.


b.	In Christ we see the fullness of the Godhead:


Colossians 2:9   For in Him dwells all the fullness of the Godhead bodily.


3.	Christ says that he had or possessed the Spirit. This also means that he had the power to give this Spirit. This was the real need of this church, it needed the Holy Spirit.


Revelation 5:6   And I looked, and behold, in the midst of the throne and of the four living creatures, and in the midst of the elders, stood a Lamb as though it had been slain, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven Spirits of God sent out into all the earth.


D.	Christ also has the “seven stars.”


Revelation 1:16   He had in His right hand seven stars,….


Revelation 2:1   To the angel of the church of Ephesus write, “These things says He who holds the seven stars in His right hand, who walks in the midst of the seven golden lampstands.”


1.	Christ wants the church to know that He holds their spiritual welfare in His hands. They were in need of His help and protection.


2.	Christ holds the power of Spiritual Life.








III	THE CONTRAST BETWEEN PERCEIVED AND ACTUAL SPIRITUAL CONDITION


I know your works, that you have a name that you are alive, but you are dead. (v 1b)


A.	I KNOW YOUR WORKS: Christ knew personally their spiritual condition.


B.	THAT YOU HAVD A NAME THAT YOU ARE ALIVE, BUT YOU ARE DEAD


1.	The sad truth about this church was that it had a good name in the community. Today, this might be good, however, considering the nature of Sardis, this was no complement.


2.	With the idol worship and other moral degeneration in this city, to have a good name among them was a reproach. We do not find any struggles of faith in the city. We do not have any martyrs. We do not see any persecution. The church interpreted this as being alive, yet they were dead.


3.	The reputation that a church has may be one thing, and its spiritual condition an other.


4.	The church had taken on the character of the city of Sardis. It lived on its past. It had a sense of well-being, yet, it was dead. It could be said of this church: 


“The church everyone spoke well of, the perfect model of inoffensive Christianity, unable to distinguish between the peace of well-being and the peace of death.” (Coffman quoting Caird, p. 73).


5.	This church had so compromised their faith, that they had become Christians in name only. They had no other visible distinctions.


6.	Paul describes the character of such churches:


1 Timothy 5:6   But she who lives in pleasure is dead while she lives.








IV	MODERN PARALLELS TO THIS CHURCH


A.	Many feel that large numbers reflect spiritual life.


1.	I read a tract titled, “The Tragedy of Thinking Too Small.” This was a track put forth by what we call the Digressive Church. Its whole theme was that small churches indicated that you were not growing spiritually. Their idea was that a large church membership proved spiritual life.


2.	Just because you might have a large attendance, does not mean that you are spiritually alive.


3.	Christ spoke of the “FEW” that would heed the gospel. This does not mean that we should be satisfied with a few members, but that numbers are not that significant.


4.	It is not numbers that count, rather true spiritual life. We must seek spiritual values and goals first, then the numbers will come.


B.	Some feel that material wealth and fancy buildings reflect spiritual life.


1.	A fancy building might reflect upon the reputation in the community, however, this does not reflect the true spiritual condition of the members.


2.	Having wealthy and influential members might impress the world, yet this never has been the measure of God’s greatness.


3.	It is the wealth of the spirit that is the measure of one’s true spiritual life. When we seek first things first, we will possess what we need. (cf. Matt. 6:33)


C.	Many feel that having the best speaker reflects spiritual life.


1.	It is good to have those who can present God’s Word in dynamic speech, and sway many by their smoothness of words, however this never was the outstanding characteristic of many of God’s greatest servants.


a.	Moses was one of slow tongue. He was not eloquent in speech.


Exodus 4:10-11   Then Moses said to the Lord, “O my Lord, I am not eloquent, neither before nor since You have spoken to Your servant; but I am slow of speech and slow of tongue.”11 So the Lord said to him, “Who has made man’s mouth? Or who makes the mute, the deaf, the seeing, or the blind? Have not I, the Lord?”


b.	Paul was rude in speech.


2 Corinthians 11:6   Even though I am untrained in speech, yet I am not in knowledge. But we have been thoroughly manifested among you in all things.


2.	It is more important what the speaker says than how he says it. Truth is always truth.


D.	Many feel that offering the things of the world and an attractive worship reflects spiritual life.


1.	True spiritual life can never be of this world.


1 John 2:15-16   Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him.16 For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world.


2.	Some feel that they must jazz up the service before people can become spiritual. They fail to remember that God established His worship for His benefit, not ours. The simple, old fashion, first century way of worship is the only acceptable worship.


E.	The sum total of these parallels is that too many are desirous to please the world, in order to attract more members, than they are to please God.








V	THE WARNING GIVEN TO THIS DYING CONGREGATION


Be watchful, and strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die, for I have not found your works perfect before God. Remember therefore how you have received and heard; hold fast and repent. Therefore if you will not watch, I will come upon you as a thief, and you will not know what hour I will come upon you. (vs. 2-3)


A.	They are first commanded to be WATCHFUL.


1.	This has a direct reference to the history of Sardis. As it had thought that it was safe and secure in its position, it fell to its enemies because it failed to watch. Sardis fell because of over confidence.


2.	We could say that the Lord was saying: “Wake up to your true spiritual condition.”


a.	They were spiritually asleep. They needed to wake up to the reality of their true spiritual condition.


b.	The scriptures warn against being spiritually asleep.


1 Thessalonians 5:6   Therefore let us not sleep, as others do, but let us watch and be sober.


1 Peter 5:8   Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.


3.	We should be like the watchman. They had to constantly be on their guard, watching, keeping vigil, lest the enemy come upon them unawares. Our enemy is Satan, therefore we should be watching for his approach.


2 Corinthians 2:11   Lest Satan should take advantage of us; for we are not ignorant of his devices.


B.	They are now commanded to “strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die.”


1.	They had not died, yet. There was still some small spark of life left in the congregation. They are now encouraged to strengthen and build up that spark.


2.	Those who still had the spark of life, were like the embers of a fire. The previous night it blazed brightly, but in the morning, all that is left is cold ashes. Yet, if you remove the cold ashes, you can find a coal that still has life. With some small kindling, you can spark that faint coal into a raging fire.


3.	As with all history, concerning God’s people, there was a last effort made to call them to repentance. They were to repent of their dead works.


a.	Before the death blow would come, they are given one more opportunity to repent and come back to faithfulness.


b.	If not, then that which was ready to die would die.


2 Thessalonians 2:10-12   And with all unrighteous deception among those who perish, because they did not receive the love of the truth, that they might be saved.11 And for this reason God will send them strong delusion, that they should believe the lie,12 that they all may be condemned who did not believe the truth but had pleasure in unrighteousness.


C.	Christ now says: “For I have not found your works perfect before God.”


1.	What they had been doing lacked perfection. The word “perfect” means, “to make perfect, to make complete in every particular.”


2.	The things which they had put trust in were not found acceptable in God’s sight. They were unable to bring them to fullness in God’s sight.


a.	These brethren were working to please others instead of God.


b.	Our works should be pleasing before God. We should strive for perfection in Him.


Philippians 1:11   Being filled with the fruits of righteousness which are by Jesus Christ, to the glory and praise of God.


Galatians 1:10   For do I now persuade men, or God? Or do I seek to please men? For if I still pleased men, I would not be a bondservant of Christ.


D.	REMEMBER THEREFORE HOW YOU HAVE RECEIVED AND HEARD; HOLD FAST AND REPENT


1.	They are called upon to remember the former hearing, or their attitude upon hearing the gospel.


2.	It was not that they had heard false doctrine, rather that they possessed a heartless and indifferent attitude toward the truth. In this they were unable to hold up any sign in the community that they were standing for the truth.


Colossians 2:6-7   As you have therefore received Christ Jesus the Lord, so walk in Him,7 rooted and built up in Him and established in the faith, as you have been taught, abounding in it with thanksgiving.


3.	They were to repent. This implies that they were in sin, resulting from their spiritual condition. They were to repent of their heartless attitude and action toward the truth.


4.	They were to hold fast the original attitude in which they had received the truth.


E.	THEREFORE IF YOU WILL NOT WATCH, I WILL COME UPON YOU AS A THIEF, AND YOU WILL NOT KNOW WHAT HOUR I WILL COME UPON YOU


1.	The warning given to watchmen can be seen in this statement.


Ezekiel 33:6   But if the watchman sees the sword coming and does not blow the trumpet, and the people are not warned, and the sword comes and takes any person from among them, he is taken away in his iniquity; but his blood I will require at the watchman’s hand.


2.	As the city of Sardis, twice had been taken, because it had failed to post watchmen, so too, this church would be lost if it failed to watch for its spiritual condition.


a.	They would be unaware of the coming of Christ. They would not be ready for His return.


b.	We should not be caught unawares when Christ comes:


1 Thessalonians 5:1-6   But concerning the times and the seasons, brethren, you have no need that I should write to you.2 For you yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so comes as a thief in the night.3 For when they say, “Peace and safety!” then sudden destruction comes upon them, as labor pains upon a pregnant woman. And they shall not escape.4 But you, brethren, are not in darkness, so that this Day should overtake you as a thief.5 You are all sons of light and sons of the day. We are not of the night nor of darkness.6 Therefore let us not sleep, as others do, but let us watch and be sober.


3.	The coming in this verse represents judgment on the last day. This judgment will be on their spiritual condition.


F.	The lesson to be learned from this warning.


1.	The attitude of the congregation is vital to its spiritual condition.


2.	It is rare when a congregation rises above its leaders. If its leaders are faithful and true, so will be the congregation. If they are weak and indifferent, so will the congregation.


3.	We should never be more concerned with how we appear before the world than how we appear before God.


4.	The Christian life is one of watchfulness.








VI	WORDS TO THE FAITHFUL FEW


You have a few names even in Sardis who have not defiled their garments; and they shall walk with Me in white, for they are worthy. He who overcomes shall be clothed in white garments, and I will not blot out his name from the Book of Life; but I will confess his name before My Father and before His angels. (vs. 4-5)


A.	There were a few in this congregation that had not defiled their garments. There were a few who had maintained their spiritual life.


1.	These had not spoiled their spiritual garments with the sin of half heartiness. They had remained pure, even when it was not popular to do so. Their religion was pure.


James 1:27   Pure and undefiled religion before God and the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their trouble, and to keep oneself unspotted from the world.


2.	This did not mean that they were pure from sin, rather that thy had not spoiled their garments as the majority of that congregation had.


�
B.	AND THEY SHALL WALK WITH ME IN WHITE: FOR THEY ARE WORTHY


1.	For those who remained unspoiled by the religious attitude at Sardis, there is a threefold promise from Christ.


a.	“They shall walk” - means religious and spiritual progress. This is contrasted to the spiritual deadness of the church.


b.	“Walk with me” - means that they have fellowship with Christ. To walk with Christ is to walk in His steps.


1 John 2:6   He who says he abides in Him ought himself also to walk just as He walked.


c.	“In white” - purity, or in redemption from this life.


2.	The reason for this is because “they are worthy.”


a.	This is the reflection of their character; they humbled themselves before God and His word.


Isaiah 66:2   …“But on this one will I look: On him who is poor and of a contrite spirit, And who trembles at My word.”


b.	They were worthy because they remained faithful to God’s commandments, and held up the standard of Christ.


C.	The promise to those who would overcome.


1.	As stated, as long as there is life, there is hope and the opportunity to repent.


a.	This is directed to the individual, by the expression “He who overcomes.”


b.	We have individual responsibility to do what is right, even when those about us fail to do so.


2.	There are three promises to those who overcome. To those who would be faithful to death, these promises are made.


a.	THE SAME SHALL BE CLOTHED IN WHITE RAIMENT


(1)	There is a vast difference between walking in white, and being clothed in white.


Revelation 7:9   After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no one could number, of all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes, with palm branches in their hands,


(2)	This is our eternal salvation, and final reward.


b.	I WILL NOT BLOT OUT HIS NAME OUT OF THE BOOK OF LIFE


Luke 10:20   “Nevertheless do not rejoice in this, that the spirits are subject to you, but rather rejoice because your names are written in heaven.”


Philippians 4:3   And I urge you also, true companion, help these women who labored with me in the gospel, with Clement also, and the rest of my fellow workers, whose names are in the Book of Life.


c.	I WILL CONFESS HIS NAME BEFORE MY FATHER, AND BEFORE HIS ANGELS. This shows that they would be accepted before God.


3.	In these statements we see life instead of death. This can only come to those who have overcome.





CONCLUSION


As we consider this letter, we should do some self examination. Where are our values? Where is our spiritual life? Are we spiritually alive, or are we about to die spiritually. If you have an ear, hear what the Spirit says.
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