TEXT: Revelation 3:1-6PRIVATE 

SUBJECT: Exposition of Revelation 1-3 #6: Sardis


Tonight we continue our study of Revelation, chapters 1-3.  Most of our attention has been spent on "the seven churches of Asia".  Real congregations, gathered in Asia Minor, nearly 2,000 years ago.  Yet as we look at them, we see ourselves.  Their faults are no less than our's; our riches in Christ no less than their's.  


The fifth message is addressed to "the church in Sardis".  This city possessed a long, rich, and tragic history.  Founded in 1200 B.C., it was once ruled by King Croseus, a man of legendary wealth.  It was built on a sheer cliff, and thought impregnable.  But Cyrus proved otherwise.  In 549 B.C.--in the middle of the night--he sent a team of elite rock climbers up the cliff, and by morning, they had the city.  Like Nineveh, Sardis had "dwelt carelessly".  But no more.  The proud fortress would become a vassal, first to the Persians, then the Greeks, and finally, the Romans.  Its judgment had come "as a thief in the night".  


Who founded the church, just when and how, we can't say.  But by the time of this writing, it had become a large and respectable assembly.  


After fixing the address, the Lord introduces Himself as "He who has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars".  The "seven spirits", according to 1:4, is a figure of speech meaning "the Holy Spirit".  The word "seven" carries with it the idea of completeness.  Thus, Jesus Christ has full use of the Holy Spirit.  "The Spirit is given to Him--John the Baptist said--"without measure".  The "seven stars", we're told in 1:20, stands for "the messengers of the churches".  They are the men who carry Christ's word to the church.  


What is the significance of this introduction?   In light of what follows, it seems to be this: The church is spiritually dead, but its case is not hopeless, for Christ (by His Word and Spirit) can "give life to the dead".  This occurred:


1.
In the nation of Israel.  At the time of the exile, the nation was as dead as a nation could be.  Its temple was razed, its people scattered, and its land overrun by foreigners.  But after seventy years, the Holy Spirit blew on this "valley of dry bones" and they lived.  


2.
Another example of His life-giving power was displayed at the tomb of His friend.  "Lazarus, come forth!" is the word.  The dead man came to life.  


Thus, by His word and Spirit, Jesus Christ can revive a dead nation, a dead man, and a dead church, too.  


Next, He offers an assessment of the church.  It is made up of two parts.  First, He gives the exterior view.  "You have a name that you are alive".  "Name" means "reputation".  It seems that the church at Sardis was highly respected among its sister churches.  And why not?  It had none of their problems.  Ephesus was cold and bitter; Sardis was friendly.  Smyrna was small and poor; Sardis was large and rich.  Pergamos had grown permissive; Smyrna held the line.  Thyatira was riddled with heresy; Sardis maintained the word of God in all its purity.  The other churches admired Sardis; sought its advice, and tried to model themselves on it.  It seemed to be a "perfect" church.  Or nearly so.


But then Jesus Christ looked inside.  "You have a name that you are alive, but you are dead".  Does this mean that the church was not truly Christian?  It does not.  V.3b explains it: "I have not found your works perfect".  They are incomplete.  "Half-hearted" is the idea.   They had "a form of godliness, but denied its power".  Good sermons were preached, "amens" heard, but lives were not changed.  The prayer meeting was well-attended--everyone was there; everyone but Christ.  Fellowship was warm and friendly; but "the communion of the Holy Spirit" was not enjoyed.  The church had everything--but the "one thing needful".  Hypocrisy had forfeited the Divine presence.  


The worst thing is: they knew better.  Surely, they had read the Old Testament, and knew what God thought of "half-heartedness".  "These people draw near to Me with their lips while their hearts are far from Me".  They knew better.  But they hadn't learned the lesson.  God will be worshiped wholly--or not at all.  "Unite my heart to fear Thy name".  


The assessment is unsparing.  One cannot be worse off than "dead".  Their "half-heartedness" had been as bad--worse even--than the other churches' defects.  But then, Christ gives the cure, vv.2-3.  


1.
"Be watchful".  In context, this is better understood as "wake up".  They must awaken to their true condition and its danger.  Hypocrisy is the deadliest sin, because the most subtle.  It is hard to commit adultery with a good conscience, to slide into idolatry, and so on.  But hypocrisy grows within us like a cancer--silent, unfelt--until it's too late.  


2.
"Strengthen the things which remain".  The doctrine you profess is true, don't give it up--but start believing it.  The works you do are good, don't quit them--start doing them with zeal.  The love you feel for others is good, don't stop--but improve upon it.  "Love one another with a fervent charity". 


3.
"Remember how you have received and heard; hold fast and repent".  The Lord calls us to sacred memories.  When we first believed, how filled we were with the love of God!  And a zeal to honor Jesus Christ!  How we gobbled up His Word!  How we prayed with tears of gratitude!  How we wanted others to be saved, too!  We must return to it, stay with it, and turn from our present backslidings.  


The duty of repentance is an urgent one.  Thus, Christ warns, "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".  


The church has been put on notice.  No further warnings will be issued.  It is repent now--or else.  Christ will come in chastening judgments.  And the people will be sorry--bitterly sorry--that they did not repent.  The Christians of Sardis knew how "a thief in the night came".  They had learned the history of their city.  How impervious it was to attack!  No one could possibly take the fortress city.  But one night, the city fell.  The Persians came "as a thief in the night".  So would Christ.  


A handful of church members had not lost their zeal; a few were whole-hearted in their worship of God.  They would be spared; if the church should be wiped out, they will still "walk with Christ".  If the church's reputation becomes as black as coal, they will be dressed "in white, for they are worthy".  


The Christians who have never been "dead" are a blessed lot.  But there is hope for others, too.  Those who have flagged in their zeal; those whose "love has grown cold"; those who have worshiped God without thought or feeling.  There is still hope.  


"He who overcomes shall be clothed in white garments".  This speaks of the special clothing that one put on in the presence of a King.  In other words, they will be welcome with Christ.  And He "will not blot their name from the Book of Life".  They will be included among the blessed.  He will "confess their names before His Father and His angels".  They will be publicly owned by Jesus Christ, and received into His Father's glory.  


Those who "wake up" from their spiritual stupor, "remember" what they had once been, and "repent" of what they have become, will be granted a fellowship with Jesus Christ--fully and forever.  


And this applies--not only to the penitent Christians of Sardis, but to everyone "who has an ear to hear what the Spirit says to the churches".  


May God give us hearing ears and flaming hearts, for Christ's sake.  Amen.  

