Unravelling Revelation 7

Letters to the Seven Churches No. 5 – Sardis

“The Church that was living on its past reputation!”

(Revelation 3:1-6)

Introduction

We may come from many different denominational backgrounds this morning, but I think we’re finding that these Letters to the Seven Churches of Asia in the First Century are just as relevant for any church of any denomination now in our 21st Century. 

We come today to a church that was in danger of living on the glories of its past historic achievements. That is very much a danger today because we now have 2000 years of church history behind us. 

For example the Roman Catholic Church would still claim to be the One True Mother Church, and yet today she is wrecked with one sad scandal after another! 

The Church of Ireland looks back to a time when she was the historic Protestant established church in this country, but today she is dealing with dwindling numbers attending services, and an awful scarcity of ministers. 

Presbyterians can look back to the 1859 Revival that swept through the nine counties of Ulster that saw thousands converted, and many new churches established. But it was short-lived. They, just like us, need reviving again today. 

The Methodists can look back to the wonderful Revivals under John and Charles Wesley that again saw thousands converted to Christ, and many new churches come into being, and a Nation turned back from moral decline, but the question is do they still have that same evangelistic zeal today? 

Even we as Baptists can sometimes be very proud of our return to Early Church practices and especially Believers’ Baptism, but if all we can do, like the other churches, is look back to the glory days of the past, but we are dead and lifeless today, what’s the point?! No wonder people are voting with their feet and staying away from churches in their droves, if we are dead and lifeless, and all we do is live in the past! All of us have room for improvement!

We came across a text in our Bible Study this week that says,


“Jesus Christ is the same, yesterday and today and forever!” (Heb 13:8)
Well if that’s true, and we believe it is, then we need to see life and vitality and revival in our churches today, perhaps more than ever! There is no church that doesn’t need to see that! Otherwise we’re all just going through the motions and living in the past.

That’s what the Church in Sardis was doing. The 5th of the Seven Churches (Rev.3).

The City of Sardis was a busy commercial centre at the junction of 5 main roads. It had gained its wealth very easily, and perhaps this was partly why her people had a slack, easy come, easy go attitude. They hadn’t had to work too hard for their wealth.

Sardis was built on the top of a steep hill, 1500 ft high. Its defences looked impregnable. And yet the City had been captured twice by Cyrus in 549 BC and Antiochus in 218 BC. And both times it was because the guards had not been posted, or else had fallen asleep!

But the problem was the Church had fallen asleep too! There is no evidence in this letter of persecution or even of heresies. As far as the Devil was concerned this church wasn’t worth bothering about – it was fast asleep! So it was no threat to the devil’s schemes. Here we need to be careful. Our vandalism difficulties are over, we’ve moved out to a nice peaceful quiet setting. There’s nobody annoying us here. I don’t think we’re wrecked with false doctrine or heresy to sort out, so we need to be careful we don’t get complacent and fall asleep on the job, or settle down to a nice comfortable existence as a church. We only have to look around us to see what happens when churches do that! So maybe this is a timely message to us this morning, not to live on past victories and not to fall asleep in the present, to end up dead and lifeless and of no use to the Lord. It would be an awful thing if the devil thought we were not worth bothering about!?

1. How Jesus Described Himself. (v.1)


“These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God.”

There is of course only one Holy Spirit (Ephesians 4:4), but as I mentioned before, 

numbers in this Book have significance. The number seven is the number of perfection, or fullness, or completeness. It could be better translated “the sevenfold spirit of God.” In other words it’s saying that if we have the Holy Spirit, we have all the resources we need to function fully as a church. Jesus is the one who gives the gift of the Spirit to the church and to every believer in the church. But the question is, do we allow the Holy Spirit to have free-course in the life and activities of our church. Or do we try to organise Him out, and carry on doing our own thing and working out our own programmes? If we have the Holy Spirit among us, then we should be alive as a Church, not dead!

“These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.”

Jesus has already said this back in Ch.1:16 and again in 1:20. We saw that the seven stars referred to the seven angels or messengers of the church – those who had the 

responsibility of conveying God’s message to the people. Again we are reminded here that these message-bearers are held in Christ’s hand. So if we are still hearing God’s voice and God’s message through his Word and through his messengers in our churches, and if we are listening to what is being said for God’s guidance and direction and then responding to it, we should be a living church.

So taking these two things together that we have just looked at. If we want to be a living vibrant church today, and not a dead church, we need 2 things – We need the Spirit of God to breathe life into all we do, and we need the Word of God to guide us in all that we do. That’s how a church can stay in touch with the living God, and stay alive. 
The Spirit of God and The Word of God –  Not one or other, but both!

If we lose those vital links with God then we die as a Church, we’re finished!

2. How Jesus assessed this Church (v.1,2)


It sounds a bit like a Wild-West “Wanted” Poster – “Dead or Alive”
Jesus said of the Church in Sardis, “I know your deeds; (He knew all about them)


“You have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead!”

As I said they were living on a past reputation – they had a reputation that they were alive, but really they were asleep and all but dead! No Church can live in the past, or live on past victories, conquests, or glorious periods in their history. If there’s not up-to-date reality, then we’re dead! And if we’re not dead, we’re asleep, which is nearly as bad! As you can see from what Jesus says in v.2:


“Wake up!” or “Be Watchful” 

Remember I told you that’s why the city was captured, because the guards had gone 

asleep at their positions. They weren’t on the alert, they weren’t watching. The Church was the same! They might still have been at their positions, but they weren’t alert, they were asleep on the job. The devil could so easily creep up on them and defeat them! But Jesus says in v.2:


“Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die,”

It was as if Sardis had at one time been like a roaring fire, but it was now as if the fire had almost gone out. There were still a few glowing embers that could yet be fanned into flame again. It wasn’t too late yet, but very soon it could be.

“…for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God.”

There was something lacking in their work and witness as a church in God’s eyes.


“It was content with mediocrity, lacking both the enthusiasm to 


entertain heresy and the depth of conviction which provokes intolerance, 


it was too innocuous to be worth persecuting.” (Caird).
It was a sad state of affairs for a church to be in. We could put it very simply today, 


“It was a waste of space.”

3. How Jesus warned this Church. (v.3)

He says,
“Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard” (v.3)

He’s referring to God’s Word that had been taught in their church in the past. He says bear in mind the glorious Gospel, the message of life, that they had received, that had saved them. It had brought them life. They should now be using it to bring life to others. 
“Obey it, and repent!”

Here was their opportunity to put things right – to repent of the laxity that had crept in among them. They were told here to Obey the Gospel, or hold fast to the Gospel – and it’s in the continuous tense. If we have begun by trusting in Jesus Christ as our Saviour, we need to go on trusting in Him alone – and seeking to share him with others. Otherwise, sudden chastisement or judgement will come, like a thief. See what he says:


“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.” (v.3)

Remember I told you that’s what happened to the city. Twice the city of Sardis had been captured because the guards had fallen asleep on duty!! Jesus could do the same to them as a church. He could come and catch them sleeping. He says that he would come suddenly, “like a thief in the night,” and judge them. Isn’t that how Jesus referred to His Second Coming in Matthew’s Gospel. Do we really want to be a church that is dead and lifeless and half asleep when Jesus returns to take us home? We’d be ashamed if he came and caught us napping. “So wake up and strengthen what remains.” (v.3).

4. Jesus had a faithful minority in this church. (v.4)

In Pergamum and Thyatira (the last 2 churches that we looked at) those in the wrong where in the minority. But this time, this church is different, in that the dead-wood made up the vast majority of the church membership! (Was it therefore a true church within a dead establishment? We could argue and debate whether the faithful minority should stay there, or leave. See for example 2 Corinthians 6:14ff). But the point of these verses is that even in the deadest situation, Jesus has a few faithful believers, who are still true to Him – like the few glowing embers in a lot of grey ash. 

According to v.4 these few believers in Sardis had not soiled their clothes, or defiled their garments. They had tried to remained pure from sin, and true to the Lord.

I wonder is it significant that today there is now only a small village called Sart, where once the large city of Sardis used to stand. Even the city has dwindled away to a tiny 

minority, just as the real true church in Sardis had done – there was only a faithful few left. And that’s what happens when churches go to sleep, when God’s Word is not heard, and when God’s Spirit is quenched. It is inevitable that it will dwindle away to only a few, unless the Lord comes and revives us again! So we need to heed God’s Warning v.3,

“Wake up and strengthen what remains and is about to die!” - before it’s too late!

5. What did Jesus promise to this faithful few. (v.5-6)


“They will walk with me, dressed in white – for they are worthy” (v.4)

This walking with the Lord dressed in white, was full of significance for a town like Sardis that was famous for its luxurious white cloth. That was how they had become so wealthy. But earthly cloth wears out and discolours and fades, no matter how white it is, but the white clothes that the Lord will give us in heaven will never wear out, and their glory will never fade away. Is there a hint here that we need to be more concerned about storing up treasures or clothes in heaven, than here on earth? 

It’s repeated again in v.5:


“He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white.” (v.5)

In other words whoever remains faithful to the Lord to the end, whoever stays spiritually alive, whoever stays undefiled, will walk with the Lord dressed in white. But think about it, we who are sinners by nature, because of what Christ has done for us on the cross, will one day be able to walk with Him dressed in white in Heaven itself – not because of anything we have done, but because of his mercy and grace. He has made us holy, not us! Whenever we trust in Jesus Christ as our Saviour and Lord, asking forgiveness for our sins, on the basis of his finished work for us at Calvary, Jesus not only cancels our debt of sin, he actually clothes us with His own perfect righteousness – we are seen as righteous in God’s sight because we are “In Christ” - (Philippians 3:7-10).


“I will never blot out his name from the Book of Life” (v.5)

This is the first mention in Revelation of a book called the Book of Life in Heaven. In it is recorded the names of all those who truly belong to Christ as Saviour. For this Church in Sardis, for the faithful few believers in it, who wondered if the rest of their fellow-members had truly belonged to Christ, it would come as a great encouragement to know that God, “knows those who are really his” (2 Timothy 2:19). He has their names in His Book. Not the names of all professing Christians, but of all who are truly born again. i.e. Those who have truly trusted in Christ alone for salvation and are spiritually alive!


“I will acknowledge [their] names before my Father and his angels.”

Jesus promises to have no difficulty speaking our names to His Father in Heaven. He has already pleaded his shed blood for our forgiveness and pardon, and has already gained our access into Heaven itself by his death and resurrection!

Conclusion: So are you alive to God, really alive in Christ? Is your name in the Book of Life? See Revelation 21:27. Only those whose names are in the Book of Life will be in Heaven. See Revelation 20:15 – If your name is not there, then you will end up in the Lake of Fire! Are you spiritually Dead or Alive this morning? Is it time we all woke up?
