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May 19, 2013 
Revelation 3:1-6 

Pastor Larry Adams 
 

Sardis - The Church that 
Lost Its Life 

 
As you are turning to Revelation 3, I was reading about how important it is to really 
listen and to pay attention. That’s why on every letter Jesus said, “To him who has an 
ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”  

I read about this guy who walked into an ice cream parlor. He said, “I’d like a half a 
gallon of chocolate.” 

The lady said, “I’m sorry, sir, were all out of chocolate.” 

He said, “Well, then I’ll just have a pint of chocolate.” 

She said, “Sir, I’m sorry, we’re all out of chocolate.” 

He said, “Well, I’ll just have a cone then.” 

She said, “Sir, please listen to me. Can you spell the “van” in vanilla? Because all we 
have is vanilla and strawberry. Can you spell the “van” in vanilla?” 

Sure, “V-a-n.” 

“Okay, can you spell the “straw” in strawberry?” 

“Yeah, s-t-r-a-w.” 

“Can you spell the “cotton pick” in chocolate?” 

“There ain’t no cotton pick in chocolate.” 

“Exactly.” 

We need to find out if people are listening. Jesus said, “Listen to what the Spirit is 
saying to the churches,” the church in Sardis, the church that lost its life. This is the 
way Jesus recorded it for John to write to this church in Revelation 3 verse 1: 

To the angel of the church in Sardis write: 

To the angel or the pastor or the leader of the church at 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. 2 Wake 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. 
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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. 

Let’s pray for a moment. 

Father, we really need to have that spiritual ear to be able to hear. The message that 
the kids were singing this morning and the message that Bill was leading down at the 
Antioch campus and all the songs we’ve been presenting are full of truth.  

Now, God, as we open your word, help us to hear this message that’s as relevant today 
as the day it was given for we cannot afford to be a people simply with a reputation of 
being spiritually alive, we need to be living in the genuineness of a relationship and walk 
with you, Lord. 

Thank you for this letter. Thank you for its encouragement, and may we hear what you 
have to say today. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 

On the plains of Nebraska, just off Interstate 80, there is a little oasis called Cabela’s. I 
don’t know if any of you’ve ever been there. It’s one of the most amazing stores in 
America. It’s got everything for the outdoorsman, and by the look of it and their 
merchandise there, they’ve got everything from the outdoors.  

Throughout the vast expanse of their retail merchandise are displays of natural history 
that would make many museums drool. In fact, there are actual animals caught in 
natural behavior in their natural habitat all over the place so live that we noticed when 
we took pictures of them and showed them to people, people thought we were standing 
next to these living animals. They were asking questions like, “Well, how did you get 
that close to a buffalo or that moose or that bear? They look so alive.” 

I say, “Yeah, they do look alive, don’t they? But they’re not. They’re stuffed. In reality 
they’re quite dead.” 

The appearance of life is no guarantee that it really exists. That’s true for animals and 
wildlife displays, and it’s true for Christians and Christian churches. The appearance of 
life is no guarantee that it actually exists.  

That’s the heart of the message in this fifth letter to the churches of Revelation. The 
apostle John, exiled to the island of Patmos off the coast of Asia Minor, was worshiping 
Jesus on a Sunday morning when the glorified risen Lord showed up in person. He 
gave John a very special commission if you remember in Chapter 1 verse 17. John 
said: 

When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. Then he placed his right hand 
on me and said: “Do not be afraid. I am the First and the Last. 18 I am the 
Living One; I was dead, and behold, I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold 
the keys of death and Hades.” 
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Then he went on to say to John: 
19 “Write, therefore, what you have seen,”  

That’s Chapter 1 in the book of Revelation. 

“Write what is now”  

That’s Chapters 2 and 3, the letters to the seven churches. 

“And what will take place later.” 

That’s Chapter 4 to the end of the book. 
20 The mystery of the seven stars that you saw in my right hand and of the 
seven golden lampstands is this: The seven stars are angels (or 
messengers or leaders) of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands 
are the seven churches. 

In this fifth letter to the church at Sardis, Jesus confronts the church that had lost its 
vibrancy, had lost its effectiveness. They were going through the motions, but there was 
no real spiritual life there. Jesus said to them: 

I know your deeds.  

It wasn’t that they weren’t doing anything, it was just all pointless.  

I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead.  

Sardis was 30 miles south of Thyatira, the last church we just looked at, and about 50 
miles inland from Ephesus which was on the coast. It was a commercially prosperous, 
militarily strategic city. Commercially, Sardis had a lucrative wool and garment industry, 
which is most likely why Jesus refers to the soiled clothes and the white garments.  
Sardis was a place of wealth, of luxury, of beauty, and of ease.  

It was a very desirable place to live, and they were militarily strategic with three notable 
landmarks. They had a temple of Artemis there very similar to the one at Ephesus 
except the temple at Sardis was never completed. They had a famous necropolis there, 
which was basically a huge cemetery, a massive cemetery of burial mounds that were 
so prominent they were visible seven miles from the city of Sardis. There was an 
acropolis there, a fortress sitting atop an 800 foot wall of sheer rock -- like putting a 
fortress on top of a mountain like El Capitan or something at Yosemite -- making it 
virtually impenetrable to those who would attack. So whenever there was a threat, the 
people of Sardis would flee to the top of this fortress, on the top of this wall. 

Sardis was called the “City of Peace.” In fact, William Barclay in his commentary said, 
“It’s not the peace won through battle, but the peace of the man whose dreams are 
dead and whose mind is asleep, the peace of lethargy and evasion.”  

They had the reputation of being alive. If you’d have asked anyone in the region, “Man, 
what city and what church you want be a part of?”  

They would have said, “Sardis. Man, that place is hopping.” 



Page 4 of 10 

But, in short, the city was dying and apparently the church right along with it. You might 
ask the question, “What makes for a church that has a reputation of being alive but in 
reality is dead?” It is the people and their walk with Jesus or their lack of it. 

A dead church has mostly show but no substance; outward displays of churchianity, but 
no real passion for Jesus; lively worship and lip service, but no real transformation of 
everyday life and application. This was the church at Sardis. Jesus said, “I know your 
deeds. I know it all perfectly,” he said. “You used to be alive and now you’re dead. 
There are still a few who haven’t soiled their clothes, but most of you have. It 
needs to change now before it’s too late.” Because the appearance of life is never 
enough, God wants us to be truly alive with Christ.  

How do we do that? How does a person or a church gain back a vibrancy of spiritual life 
that’s being lost? Jesus said, “I want you to wake up, and I want you to strengthen 
what remains.” We stay spiritually alive when we wake up and stay alert. Jesus put it 
like this Chapter 3 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. 2 Wake up! . . . 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. 

I was reading an article that first appeared in the Philadelphia Inquirer. It was May 5th of 
2005, actually. You may have seen this in the news.  

A conductor for the Pennsylvania Transit Authority discovered something 
frightening on the tracks near Philly’s massive 30th Street station. It was an 
electronic transmitter planted alongside the tracks in the commuter rail yard.  

Agents from the Department of Homeland Security and the FBI soon swarmed 
the scene. Investigators discovered that the mysterious gadget was in fact a 
motion detector designed to send a signal to a nearby receiver, and tensions 
began to mount.  

Finally, a train mechanic stepped forward and admitted installing the transmitter. 
Was he a terrorist or a disgruntled employee looking for revenge? No. The 
mechanic worked the graveyard shift and had installed the motion detector to 
sound an alarm in his work area when his supervisor was approaching. That way 
on the night shift he could safely take a nap, and if the alarm went off he could 
get up and look busy before the boss showed up. 

When I read that article I thought, “D-u-m-b. Dumb.” But as I read on further in that 
article I realized there are many churches and many Christians who are trying to get by 
with what the guy was doing.  

“I want to have the appearance of being there, but I don’t want to really be engaged. All 
I want to do is to make sure that I’m ready if the boss shows up.” 

Many people are taking a prolonged spiritual nap, not really engaged, not growing and 
deepening in their knowledge of Christ, not living to glorify Christ and advancing his 
kingdom. It’s not about Jesus; it’s all about them. It’s all about us. So, in a spiritual 
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slumber we become people who coast along, hoping to be awake and appear busy in 
time for Jesus’ eventual arrived. On the day of our death or the day of his appearing 
we’re hoping that we will be found to be genuine.  

Jesus sees all of that which is why when he saw it at Sardis he revealed himself the 
way he did. He said, “I am the one. These the words of him who holds the seven 
spirits of God.” It’s another way of saying, “The sevenfold spirit of God, the Spirit of 
perfection, the fullness of the Holy Spirit is in me. I see everything.” 

The seven stars he identified in Revelation 120 as the seven angels or messengers or 
pastors of the churches. Jesus is telling the church at Sardis, “I know all about you. I 
know what the fullness of the Spirit is, and you don’t have it. I know what your 
leaders are doing, and I know your deeds. You have a reputation of being alive, 
but you’re not. You are dead.”  

So Jesus tells them what to do. He said, “Wake up,” a word that means literally “be 
watchful, don’t fall asleep, don’t be lethargic, don’t become complacent or content with 
mediocrity.” In fact, in the Greek it’s written in the present tense which means “be 
constantly on the alert, you cannot afford for a moment to let your guard down. You 
need to be the real deal.” That’s the idea. Why is that so? Because sin and destruction 
is crouching at your door to have you. Sin destroys. Sin kills. Jesus said: 

You have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. 

You know, Peter, when he wrote his letter to the many churches that he was trying to 
encourage, he said in 1 Peter 5 verse 8: 

Be self-controlled and alert.  

The very same message Jesus was giving to Sardis.  

Be self-controlled and alert. Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring 
lion looking for someone to devour. 

Satan is always looking for a way to devour Christians and churches and families. In 
every church he is looking for someone he can find that he can use. In every family he 
is looking for somebody can use. You don’t have to go looking for trouble. Trouble is 
already looking for you. You don’t have to venture into Satan’s territory to ruin your life 
and testimony. He’s already prowling around in our territory. That’s why there are so 
many warnings in Scripture about watching and praying and staying alert because for 
the most part Satan knows that many of us are not spiritually awake. We’re not. I don’t 
mean that to be critical of anyone. It’s as much for me as anybody here.  

We lock our doors to keep those who would steal our possessions out, but we don’t lock 
up our minds and hearts to keep the things of the world from stealing our devotion to 
Christ. Satan knows that. We’re careful to read labels and avoid gluten and trans fats, 
and we filter our water keep from polluting our bodies, yet we do so little to avoid the 
filter of the electronic trash and the printed trash from polluting our minds. We’ll often 
spend more time picking out the clothes we wear to church and grooming ourselves 
than we do preparing ourselves to meet the God whom we’re coming to worship.  

We spend hours playing and complain that we have no time for praying. Satan knows 
all of that. Without that alertness, Jesus said, “It’s just a matter of time until you fall.” 
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Satan will find a way. He usually isn’t turning up the heat of persecution, it’s turning it 
down so that we become lethargic and die from within. That’s what he does. It’s a very 
effective strategy. The enemy will then penetrate your lowered defenses because you’re 
not watching. 

That’s exactly what happened in Sardis twice. Whenever they were attacked, they 
would flee to that fortress on the top of that acropolis - a sheer 800 foot wall and then a 
fortress wall on top of that. They could see the whole valley below them. There was no 
way an army could get up to them, and they knew it.  

Twice in Sardis’ history that fortress was penetrated by the enemy. Want to know how 
they did it? On both occasions, once in the sixth century BC a single Persian soldier 
saw a Sardian soldier drop his helmet and watched him scurry down the wall and climb 
down the rocks on handholds to get his helmet and climb back. One soldier. That 
Persian soldier saw that. He climbed back up unnoticed on a wall that wasn’t even 
guarded because they never thought anybody could get up that way. One soldier got up 
and over the wall and opened the gate and let the entire Persian army in.  

It happened 200 years later the same way under the Army of Antiochus who conquered 
that fortress when one man figured out that he could come in on an unguarded wall and 
get over the top and in and open the doors to the city. Nobody was watching because 
nobody believed there was a danger.  

Jesus said, “Wake up! Remember what you’ve heard, obey it, repent, and turn 
around before it’s too late. If you do not wake up,” he said, “I will come and judge 
you when you least expect it.” 

You remember when John said in 1 John 2 verse 28, “And now, dear friends, continue 
in him, so that when he appears we may be confident and unashamed before him at his 
coming.” 

If we are living in spiritual lethargy, if we are not really engaged with Jesus, if we’re just 
going through the motions with some veneer of churchianity, Jesus sees it. He’s always 
saying to the churches and to every individual Christian, “You have time, so wake up 
now before it’s too late.”  

Not only do we need to wake up and stay alert, but we need to stay spiritually alive 
when we strengthen what we have before it dies. Jesus said in verse 2: 

Wake 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. 

Do you remember in 2010 the devastating earthquake that sent the tsunamis over a 
good part of Indonesia and destroyed so many innocent people who never saw it 
coming? It happened on October 5, 2010. The tsunamis leveled whole villages leaving 
hundreds dead or missing, and according to the survivors the deaths could have been 
avoided or at least minimized. Unfortunately, the tsunami warning system, two buoys off 
the islands weren’t working properly, and as a result they didn’t alert the islanders to the 
coming danger. 
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Since 2004, experts have improved the tsunami detection network. The “dark buoys” as 
they are called, measure wave height. If a buoy measures an unusual wave, it transmits 
that information to the shore. The system often provides the only warning signal for 
islanders to prepare for the oncoming danger. Unfortunately, the buoys have become 
detached and drifted away. Sensors have failed, and as many as 30% have been 
inoperable at any one time. As a result, the buoys often fail to awaken people to the 
reality of the future tragedy. 

People, the threats we face don’t always rise because we lack what we need to face 
them. The dangers often come because we don’t stay strong in what we already have 
and what we know we’re supposed to do. We need to strengthen what we have while 
we have it. That’s what Jesus told the church at Sardis. 

Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die. 

The word “strengthen” means “to fix it, to make it fast, to set it right.” It’s from a root 
word “to prop it up, to make it firm, to make it stronger.” It’s the same word Jesus used 
earlier with Peter when he saw the spiritual danger Peter was in, and Peter had no idea 
that he needed to make things stronger before was too late. Luke 22 verse 31. Do you 
remember? 

Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat. 32 But I have prayed 
for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned 
back, strengthen your brothers. 

“Strengthen your brothers, fix what you have before it’s too late and help them to 
do the same because Satan has asked to sift you like wheat.” That’s always what 
Satan is up to. The sifting of the wheat shakes out the good wheat from the chaff. What 
Satan tries to do in everyone’s life, in every church’s life, is to shake them out like wheat 
so that the wheat goes to Satan, the best of what we have of our energy, our time, our 
devotion, our money, our priorities goes to him and the chaff goes to God.  

Jesus said, “Peter, Satan’s trying to sift you like that right now, but I have prayed 
for you, that your faith would not fail. And when you are strengthened, I want you 
to strengthen others.” 

How do you strengthen your faith? You strengthen it through the word of God. He said 
in Revelation 3:3: 

Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and 
repent. 

So many times lives are ruined and destroyed, not because they don’t know what God 
says, it’s because though they hear it they don’t do it. They don’t put it into practice. 
“Remember what you have received. Remember what you have heard, obey it, 
and repent.”  

Paul told the Romans in Romans 10 verse 17, “Consequently, faith comes from hearing 
the message, and the message is heard through the word of Christ.” When Satan wants 
to steal the vibrancy from your walk with God, he always moves you away from the 
word of God. You might be hearing it but were not obeying it. Because he knows if you  
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don’t consistently, meaningfully hear God then you won’t believe him. And if you don’t 
believe him, you won’t do what God says. And if you don’t know what God says, the 
work of God that he wants to do in your life and through your life will eventually stop.  

Satan knows that. That’s why Jesus said of Sardis, “I have not found your deeds 
complete in the sight of my God. You’re doing all of these deeds, but they’re not 
God’s work.” Can you imagine a Christian and churches that are constantly busy but 
not doing the work of God? “You may have lived to serve God once,” he said, “but 
not anymore. Satan has sifted you.”  

Remember, the church at Sardis had no besetting sin that was mentioned, no doctrinal 
error that was mentioned, no suffering or persecution like some of the other churches. 
They were weak and about to die, so Satan didn’t have to persecute them. In fact, he 
knew persecution would light a fire. Here was a church that was doing all kinds of 
activity but was absolutely no threat to the kingdom of evil. 

George McCloud in Leadership Magazine wrote, “The greatest criticism of the church in 
Americas today is that no one wants to persecute it because there’s nothing very much 
to persecute about it.” 

A church of good reputation with people who are so spiritually weak that Satan doesn’t 
even have to bother it, is dying on its own. You don’t ever want that to happen to your 
life, and you certainly don’t want it to happen to any church you are a part of, to church 
or people. That’s why there was hope. Jesus said, “There are a few there who have 
not yet soiled their clothes. There’s a remnant.”  

You know, it’s interesting that in this church that was dead, he said “there’s a few who 
aren’t.” Isn’t it comforting to know that the church is people and Jesus knows the life 
and devotion of each and every person in it? He knows those who are living for him and 
those who aren’t. It’s why he called them to “Strengthen what remains. Strengthen 
what remains.” Every family, every church needs people who are alert to the dangers 
and do what’s needed to wake up and be strengthened.   

Some years ago in Reader’s Digest magazine, I read this story. Dave Campbell from 
Spokane, Washington wrote this in about something that happened in his life. He said: 

It was Sunday after church. Football game was about to begin, and the TV was 
dead. All my frantic twisting of the knobs was to no avail. “We can’t do anything 
about it today, honey,” my wife said gently. “I’ll fix a picnic lunch, and we can 
drive up to the mountains.”  

It was a beautiful, romantic day, and I congratulated myself on having chosen 
such a thoughtful mate. When we returned home, “Now, wasn’t that better than 
any old football game?” my wife asked. I heartedly agreed, then I watched her go 
to the utility closet and turn the circuit breaker back on. 

Every marriage, every family, every church needs people like that, people who are 
awake and alert to the dangers and are willing to strengthen what they have before it’s 
too late.  

That’s what Jesus was calling to Christians at Sardis to do. “Wake up! Pay attention. 
Realize what’s going on. Strengthen what you have before it dies.” To those who 
do this, Jesus gives this promise, “He who overcomes will be dressed in white.” 
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White garments are the symbol of righteousness, holiness, purity and Christlikeness. All 
who stay true to Jesus like those faithful who had not soiled their clothes, all those who 
overcome will be dressed in the likeness of Christ himself.  

I will never blot out his name from the book of life. 

Your name goes into the book of life when by faith you’ve received Jesus and his 
salvation trusting the sufficiency of his death, burial, and resurrection as payment for 
your sins. Because of text like this one, never having your name removed or blotted out, 
some people have thought that it must be possible to commit a sin that would cause you 
to lose your salvation and have your name blotted out from the book of life. But that is 
not the context of this phrase to the church at Sardis. You cannot lose your salvation. 
So what is his blotting out your name about?  

In Sardis, as in most ancient cities, a citizen’s registry was kept. Your name went into 
the registry when you were born, and your name was taken out of the registry when you 
died. Jesus said, “I will never blot out your name from the book of life. Live true to 
me, even unto death, and unlike the citizen’s registry at Sardis I will never take 
your name out because you are mine and you are gonna live with me forever. You 
will never die.”  

And he said: 

I will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels. 

This word “acknowledge” means “confess you before the courts. When we receive 
Christ as our Savior and Lord, our citizenship changes; we’re now citizens of heaven. 
When we arrive there, should anyone ever question God’s justice in allowing a sinful 
person like me to ever be a citizen of a kingdom like his, Jesus said, “I’m gonna 
acknowledge your name before my Father, before his angels, and before the 
courts of heaven. I’m gonna confess and declare in the highest court that you are 
mine by name and you will be here belonging to me forever. And in this court no 
one will be able to overrule what I have said. You’ll be mine forever.”  

Wake up! Strengthen what remains. 

You have a reputation of being alive, but you’re dead.  

When Paul wrote to the Colossian church in Colossians 3 in that great section calling 
the Colossians to rise up and live what God had called them to live, he said to them: 

Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, 
where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. 2 Set your minds on things 
above, not on earthly things. 3 For you died, and your life is now hidden with 
Christ in God. 4 When Christ, who is your life, appears, then you also will appear 
with him in glory. 

That was his promise to the church at Sardis to those who would wake up and 
strengthen what remains. That’s why he said in verse 6: 

 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
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Lord, these letters are powerful. This letter has been a major wake-up call in my life, not 
to cause me to live in any fear but to be certainly paying attention to what’s going on in 
my life, to what’s going on in my mind and heart, and what’s going on around me and in 
my family and in our church. Lord, it’s caused me to rethink what really is mine, this faith 
that I have, this incredible trust I’ve been given. I need to strengthen that faith through 
your word to know your voice louder and more clearly than any other voice I hear, and  
to stand strong with you in these days, to not have a reputation of being alive but really 
being alive. 

Thank you, God, for this message to the church at Sardis which is a message to me 
and to every Christian in this room. May we take it to heart, may we overcome, and  
may we hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches. Thank you, God, for loving us so 
much to give us these messengers and these messages. And we’ll thank you. In Jesus’ 
name, Amen. 


