Revelation 3:1-6

Letter to the Church at Sardis

Introduction

· Sardis was indeed a city set on a hill.  It was located on an acropolis 960 feet above the plain below.  Sixty miles southeast of Smyrna, it set at the base of the Tmolus Mountains where two rivers meet.

· Sardis means “prince of joy” and it had been a princely city.  It was once the capital of Lydia and the seat of kings.  Croesus, the wealthiest of them was defeated by Cyrus, King of Persia in 548 BC and it is said that Cyrus took over $600 million in gold and treasures from the city
· Sardis was known for its wool and fruit.  The dyeing of wool was invented there.  Coins were first minted there.  They had a massive temple to Cybele (Diana of the Ephesians) with columns that reached seven stories high.
· The residents of the city believed that it was impregnable, resting on sheer rock cliffs almost 1000 feet tall.  It was walled but lightly guarded.  Their wealth and their trust in the cliffs made them soft and lazy.  Cyrus took the city when one soldier observed a secret passage that led from the plain up the hillside to the city.  He led a small force up the path by night and took the city in one day.

· Later, in 214 BC Antiochus the Great repeated the feat.  The city fell a second time because the people were not watchful; they were not diligent to hold fast to what they had.

· The letter to Sardis contains very little commendation and a lot of correction.  There is no mention of sexual immorality, idolatry or other obvious sinfulness but they had a major problem – they were dead.

Verses 1-3

Jesus identifies Himself as the one who has the seven Spirits of God (Isaiah 11:1-2) and who holds the messengers in His hand.  The Spirit of God gives life.  Jesus identifies Himself this way in order to remind them that their dead condition could only be remedied by returning to Him.

The church had a reputation that it was alive!  But it was dead.  Like many churches, it was living off of its old reputation, the glory days when God was moving, people were being saved, missionaries were being sent out and it was a joy to be in fellowship.
If your thoughts of the greatest work of Christ in your life or in your church begin with “I remember back in the day when …” then you may be living off of your spiritual reputation too.

They had a form of godliness but were denying the power thereof.  They still had committees, activity and noise but there was no life.  Like the churches at Ephesus and Thyatira, they had works but they were dead works.  They may have degenerated into legalism and rigid structure that takes the place of relying on the work of the Holy Spirit in a church or in a believer.

You cannot live off of your reputation as a Christian.  Being in Christ is a daily experience.  You cannot live off of your reputation long in worldly endeavors.  People will realize that you aren’t what you once were.  This is especially true in sports where the truth is discovered on the field of play, not in the pregame hype.

What usually causes a once alive church or a once vibrant Christian to fall away?

Sin.  Compromise is the greatest killer of living, breathing works of God.  Satan can attack a man who is in Christ and it will have very little effect but let that man begin to slip in his devotion to God and the enemy will begin to whittle away his faith until there is nothing left but a shell.
He may start by sleeping in, not spending time with the Lord before he goes to work.  Maybe he engages in conversations at work that he avoided when he was on fire for Jesus.  He checks out an Internet site that advertises women’s lingerie and slips further into even more pornographic sites.

He becomes frustrated with his wife and begins looking for satisfaction somewhere else, maybe in a bar or in a little casual marijuana use or in the arms of another woman.  All the while, he is still putting on a coat and tie and a show and going to church.  He still looks alive but his heart is dead.  He’s living off of his old reputation as a Christian and hoping that no one will notice.
This can happen to a believer and it can happen to a church.

The second thing that causes death to a movement of God is legalism.  They still have committees with names but the Holy Spirit is no longer leading the work.  He has been replaced by the ideas of men and professional staff that create beautiful, full-color brochures to attract people to give or serve.  They may begin and end the meetings with prayer but they are asking God to bless their work rather than asking Him to lead them in the work that He desires to bless.
They begin to measure spirituality by what a person doesn’t do.  If they believe that your hair is too long or your suit is too old then you don’t measure up.  They start preaching on the proper clothing for a Christian to wear and the way that God wants you to cut your hair.  The problem with focusing on outward appearance is that it is too easy to look the part without having any real life of Christ in you.  And once it starts, Satan begins to tempt you to maintain the outward show while looking down on others and all the while he tempts you into secret sin that eats away at you inside.  Like the Pharisees, you become a whitewashed tomb, looking good on the outside but inside you are filled with dead men’s bones.
II Corinthians 3 makes it clear that life does not come by keeping the law.  Verse six says that the law kills but the Spirit gives life.

Real spiritual life comes from new life in the Spirit.

Read John 3:1-8, 16. – You must be born again by the Spirit.
II Corinthians 5:17 describes the effect of new life – you are a new creation, old things are passed away and all things become new.
Speaking over 200 years ago, Christmas Evans, an old Welsh preacher, said “Life is the only cure for death.  Not the prescription of duty, not the threats of punishment and damnation, not the arts and refinements of education but new, spiritual Divine life!”

In Jeremiah 2:12-13 God described the problem that caused all of the other problems experienced by the Israelites in the Old Testament.  It is the same problem that Christians and churches experience today.
Be astonished, O ye heavens, at this, and be horribly afraid, be ye very desolate, saith the LORD.   For my people have committed two evils; they have forsaken me the fountain of living waters, and hewed them out cisterns, broken cisterns, that can hold no water.   Jeremiah 2:12-13

We have forsaken Jesus Christ, the fountain of living water and have manufactured our own substitutes that cannot even hold water!  We need to return to the fountain and remain under it.

What did Jesus tell the church at Sardis to do?  Watch, wake up!  Just as the city had fallen to the enemy because of laziness, the church was falling to the enemy because of laziness.  It was time to wake up and to strengthen what remained.

Jesus had not found their works perfect.  Maybe they thought that their works were perfect and that is what made them a church.  Jesus made it clear that their works were not sufficient.  Works never are enough.

The Apostle Paul warns us about the outward show of works in Colossians 2:18-23:

Let no one cheat you of your reward, taking delight in false humility and worship of angels, intruding into those things which he has not seen, vainly puffed up by his fleshly mind, 19 and not holding fast to the Head, from whom all the body, nourished and knit together by joints and ligaments, grows with the increase that is from God.  20 Therefore, if you died with Christ from the basic principles of the world, why, as though living in the world, do you subject yourselves to regulations-- 21 "Do not touch, do not taste, do not handle,"  22 which all concern things which perish with the using--according to the commandments and doctrines of men?  23 These things indeed have an appearance of wisdom in self-imposed religion, false humility, and neglect of the body, but are of no value against the indulgence of the flesh.   (NKJV)

In Galatians 3:1-3 he makes it clear that we are not saved by works or made perfect by works:

 O foolish Galatians, who hath bewitched you, that ye should not obey the truth, before whose eyes Jesus Christ hath been evidently set forth, crucified among you?  2 This only would I learn of you, Received ye the Spirit by the works of the law, or by the hearing of faith?  3 Are ye so foolish? having begun in the Spirit, are ye now made perfect by the flesh?

Our righteousness is as filthy rags (Isaiah 64:6).  Jesus Christ is the only one who is righteous and our righteousness is found only in Him (II Corinthians 5:21).
What else did Jesus tell them to do?
Remember how you received and heard.  God encouraged the people of Israel to do the same thing in Jeremiah 6:16 but they refused.  What will we do?  

Thus says the LORD: "Stand in the ways and see, And ask for the old paths, where the good way is, And walk in it; Then you will find rest for your souls. But they said, 'We will not walk in it.'
Go back to the crossroads and admit that you have made a terrible mistake.  Ask God to direct you by His Spirit where the good way is, and walk in it.  If you do, God promises that you will find rest for your soul.

What else?

Hold fast to the truth.  There was still a vestige of real Christianity in the church at Sardis and Jesus was telling them to hang onto it. Keep the good seed and grow from it.  Return to the Word of God and get rid of the other junk that has polluted your life.

Repent.  Turn and go the other way.  Stop traveling down the road that leads to death!  In Hebrews 6:1-2 and 9:12-14 we are told to repent of the dead works!  The blood of Jesus has cleansed us from dead works.  Stop trying to impress people with what a good person you are and admit your need for the blood of Jesus to forgive you of all sin.  Then enjoy new life in Christ as you are led by the Holy Spirit.

If they (and we) refuse to follow Jesus’ instruction then he says that He will come as a thief in the night (without warning), just as the city had been taken twice before.
Verses 4-5
Even in this dead church there were some who had not soiled their garments by sinful living and legalistic self-righteousness.  Praise the Lord that He has living saints even in dead churches.

Those who remain true to the faith are promised to walk with Jesus in white robes.  What are the white robes?
In Revelation 4:4 we see the elders, seated around the throne of God and clothed in white robes.

In Revelation 6:9-11 we see the Tribulation saints clothed in white robes under the throne of God.

In Revelation 19:8-14 we are told that these white robes are the righteousness of the saints.

How can our robes be made white if they are as filthy rags?

Revelation 7:14 says that the blood of the Lamb is what washes our robes clean.

You cannot manufacture righteousness.  You cannot weave the material for the robes of righteousness that you will wear.  Righteousness comes by faith in the blood of Jesus Christ.  The robes of righteousness are given to us by the righteous judge.  It is only by grace that we will stand before God in these white robes.  Jesus loves you so much that He was willing to shed His blood unto death in order to purchase a robe of righteousness for you.
He who overcomes will walk with Jesus in white raiment for he is worthy.  How do you become worthy?

Worthy (gr. axios) means deserving, to receive a due reward.  You will see an awesome account of the worthlessness of man and the worthiness of Jesus Christ when we reach the fifth chapter of Revelation.  He alone is worthy.  Our worthiness is found in Jesus Christ.  It is given to us when He clothes us in righteousness.  And righteousness is given solely because you have admitted that you are a sinner who needs to repent and accept the blood of Jesus as the only means of being saved.    
AND He will not blot your name out of the book of life.  It is quite possible that everyone has their name in the Lamb’s Book of Life and that it remains until physical death ends all hope of an unbeliever repenting and coming to faith in Jesus.  In ancient days, the citizens of a city had their names written in a registry that was kept at the gate.  Is your name written in the registry for heaven?  It would be horrible to have it blotted out because you refused to accept the name of Christian and to allow Jesus to give you real life in Him.

As a citizen of heaven, Jesus Christ will confess (acknowledge, profess) us to be His, citizens of the heavenly city, before the Father and His angels. 

Verse 6

Please, please, please listen.  If you have an ear, please hear God’s call to repent of dead works and receive new life in Jesus Christ.  The promises of God are guaranteed for those who will listen.  You will walk with Jesus for eternity as a citizen of heaven, acknowledged before the Father and His angels as one who belongs to the King!  
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