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INTRODUCTION 

The city of Sardis was approximately 30 miles southeast of Thyatira. At the time John writes, 

around 90 A.D., Sardis was a busy center of trade and traffic. It was a wealthy and prosperous 

city. In fact, it had the reputation as a “great city.” But it’s current greatness paled in 

comparison to its past glory (Slide 1). In the sixth century, B.C., King Croesus (Kree-sus) made 

Sardis the capital city of the ancient kingdom of Lydia. At that time, Sardis was known as “The 

queen of Asia.”  

     But subsequently this “queen of Asia” suffered a series of setbacks. Because of the cliffs 

surrounding the city, it was once considered impregnable. But then it was conquered – twice. 

First by the Persians 546 B.C. and then again by the Greeks in 214 B.C. Both conquests were the 

result of a false sense of security. Sardis was surrounded by cliffs. Thinking the cliffs would 

prevent invasion, they failed to watch and guard the city. Both the Persians and Greeks figured 

out a route up the cliffs and practically walked into Sardis. Another setback came in 17 A.D. 

Sardis was leveled by a massive earthquake. The city was rebuilt and did recover to some 

degree – but never close to glory days.  

     Tragically, the church in Sardis reflects the history of the city. The church had begun well but 

it’s glory days were behind. Oh, it still had quite a reputation, but the inward reality was quite 

different. The church at Sardis looked good on the outside, but, on the inside, it was dead, 

lifeless – just going through the motions. Like Sardis, we’re susceptible to just going through the 

motions of the Christian life. So, the question for both Sardis, and us, is “How can we 

experience authentic spiritual life?” We’ll learn the answer as we listen to Jesus’ rebuke. Apply 

his remedy. And lay hold of his reward. The rebuke. The remedy. The reward. 
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1. THE REBUKE 

     First, Jesus rebukes the church: “I know your works. You have the reputation of being 

alive, but you are dead.” (Slide 2) This church is known by the community in Sardis and 

perhaps by the other churches in Asia as being a vibrant, active, and lively church. But Jesus 

– the One who sees through outward appearance to the hearts of people – says, “you may 

have the reputation – literally the name – for being alive to me but the inward reality: you 

are dead.” It’s a picture of people just going through the motions. It’s interesting that in 

Sardis there’s no mention of struggling, suffering, or the dangerous doctrinal influences of 

the Nicolaitans or the teaching of Balaam. The church appears very respectable, but they 

are complacent, bored, and sleepwalking.  

     The only hint of trouble is found in verse 4 where Jesus says that there are a “few people 

who have not soiled their garments.” (Slide 2) This likely refers to some hidden sin. Maybe 

gossip was prevalent? Or, an unwillingness to forgive? Or, some hidden sexual sin. 

Whatever it was, the point is that the church of Sardis looks good on the outside but there’s 

no dynamic, life-changing relationship with Jesus on the inside. As the apostle Paul says, 

“they have a form of godliness but no power (2 Tim. 3:5).” 

     That’s why Jesus says, “I have not found your works complete in the sight of my God.” 

(Slide 2) Their activities were not “complete” – or satisfying – to God the Father because 

they were just going through the motions. They may sing great gospel-centered songs but 

they just mouth the words. They may do acts of service but it’s all duty no delight. 

     If we read between the lines, the root problem appears to be that the church in Sardis is 

more concerned with the praise of men than with the praise of God. Their activities became 

more about their reputation – or name – with men; rather than about pleasing their Lord. 

Their Christian life had become an act; a show designed to garner the praise of men. 
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     Jesus used the word “hypocrite” to describe people who professed to live before the face 

of God but were really living before the face of men. The word “Hypocrite” originally 

referred to a person who put on a mask and played a part. Hypocrites were play-actors, 

pretenders. Jesus confronts the religious leaders of his day: “Woe to you, scribes and 

Pharisees, hypocrites! For you are like whitewashed tombs, which outwardly appear 

beautiful, but within are full of dead people's bones and all uncleanness.’” (Slide 3) People 

evaluate by outward appearance, performance, and skill. But King Jesus evaluates the heart. 

When Jesus looks on the church in Sardis he likens them to a beautifully decorated coffin. 

They look beautiful on the outside: orthodox doctrine, lots of people attending their church, 

a good reputation in the community. But, on the inside, they are full of dead people’s 

bones: no love for Jesus or heart to please him. 

     We’re all susceptible to living for the praise of men. We come on Sunday morning and go 

through the motions of singing, praying, and listening. We act one way when we’re with our 

“Christian” friends and another way when we’re with our “non-Christian” friends. If we’re 

not careful, our lives can become characterized by living for the approval of others. As one 

author said, “Yes, some people genuinely do Crossfit, SoulCycle, or Weight Watchers 

because they want to feel healthier, and surely most who practice these things actually do 

feel better. But how much of this activity…is done in search of approval?” (Slide 4) We’re 

alive to the people around us but dead to the God who is with us and in us. So, Jesus says to 

the church in Sardis, and to us, “you may have a reputation for being alive to me, but I know 

the reality: inwardly you are dead, lifeless, comatose.” 
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2. JESUS’ REMEDY 

     Fortunately, Jesus doesn’t just give a rebuke, he also provides a remedy! To the dead, 

lifeless, and comatose church in Sardis he says: Wake up! “Wake up, and strengthen what 

remains and is about to die.” (Slide 5) It’s not a gentle shake, but an urgent jolt. Literally, the 

word is “watch.” This word would have particular significance for the people of Sardis. It 

would have reminded them of the times it was conquered because it failed to watch and 

guard the city. Like the city of Sardis, the church in Sardis had failed to watch. They failed to 

be on guard against a lifeless Christianity. And now it was almost too late. So, Jesus says, 

“Wake up and strengthen what remains while you still can!” The application for us is that 

step one is an honest assessment and acknowledgement of where we’re really at spiritually. 

    How do they strengthen what remains? In verse 3, Jesus says, “Remember, then, what you 

received and heard. Keep it, and repent.” (Slide 5) Remember. This is a constant refrain in 

Scripture. Why? Because God’s people are so quick to forget. It’s why reading Scripture is so 

important. It’s why we gather today. It’s why we meet in small groups and one-on-one; we 

gather to help each other remember. But Jesus says specifically, remember “what you 

received and heard.” 

     I think Jesus has in mind more than just remembering the gospel. From what we can 

gather, Sardis was doctrinally sound. Simply remembering sound doctrine wasn’t going to 

bring this dead church back to life. No, they needed to remember what they had received. 

When they had believed the good news of Jesus they had received the Holy Spirit. That’s 

what Peter preached at Pentecost: “And Peter said to them, “Repent and be baptized every 

one of you in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive 

the gift of the Holy Spirit.” (Slide 6) The gift of the Holy Spirit is the gift of Jesus himself. 

Through the Spirit, the love, acceptance, and approval of Jesus is poured into our hearts. And 

it is the love of Jesus that transforms us from the inside-out. 
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     That this is what Jesus has is mind is suggested by verse 1. For each of the churches, the 

remedy for the rebuke they received is found in the person of Jesus. Notice what Jesus says 

about himself in verse 1, “The words of him who has the seven spirits of God and the seven 

stars.” (Slide 7) The “seven stars” are the seven angels of each of the seven churches. Jesus, 

who died but is now alive and exalted and rules over all things, holds the churches in his 

hand as it were. He holds Sardis in his hand. And he holds GCF in his hand. Jesus also has the 

“seven spirits of God.” This is a reference to the Holy Spirit. Jesus has the Holy Spirit and 

gives his Spirit to his people. The remedy for a dead, lifeless church is the enlivening 

presence of the Holy Spirit. Jesus says, “Remember the Holy Spirit that you received!”  

      Think about that for a minute. If you are a Christian, you have received – dwelling within 

you – the living presence of Jesus Christ! And this is one of several ways that Jesus is unique 

among every other religious leader or teacher. Only Christianity claims that the same Jesus 

that humbled himself to plumb the depths of shame and pain on the cross, has now been 

resurrected and exalted to the highest place of honor and authority in the universe – the 

right hand of God. And Jesus is unique in that he promised to send his Holy Spirit after he 

returned to the Father. As John Stott points out, the main ministry of the Holy Spirit is to 

bring Jesus out of history and into experience; to make Jesus a personal reality to all. He 

does this in three respects.  

• First, the Holy Spirit makes the presence of Jesus contemporary (Slide 8). Jesus is not 

simply a teacher of the past but a living reality with whom it is possible for each of us 

to know ourselves – now. As the apostle Paul said, “I count everything loss for 

knowing (present tense) Christ Jesus my Lord.” The Holy Spirit makes the presence 

of Jesus contemporary. Jesus reminds the church at Sardis to remember that each 

had received his personal presence through the Spirit. They could know him 

personally for themselves right now. So can we.  

• Second, the Holy Spirit makes the presence of Jesus universal (Slide 8). Jesus said, “I 

am with you always, even to the end of the age.” Jesus reminds the church at Sardis 

that through his Spirit he was with and among them. So he is with us and among us 

today! 
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• Third, the Holy Spirit makes the presence of Jesus internal (Slide 8). Jesus says, “I will 

be with you and in you.” Stott comments, “The Holy Spirit is the great secret of living 

like Jesus. It is not struggling to live like Jesus, it’s allowing Jesus to come live in us, by 

his Spirit.” 

The remedy for a dead, lifeless church is the life-giving Spirit. Christianity is not primarily a 

world-view or a code of conduct or something you do on Sunday morning for an hour and a 

half. No, it’s the good news that Jesus died to forgive our sins, and give us the gift of his 

indwelling presence. It’s not cold, dead religion but a warm, lively relationship with a living 

Jesus! Wake up! Remember what you received and heard. Keep it and Repent. 

     To “keep it” is a call to remain in it. Not a one-time event but on-going activity. In 

Ephesians Paul commands Christians to “be filled with the Spirit.” Based on the grammar, it 

reads, “Be being filled with the Spirit.” It’s an ongoing activity. Continue being filled with the 

Spirit. Continually seek to be filled with the Holy Spirit by remembering what we have 

received and by asking Jesus to freshly fill us with his Spirit.  

     If we have received the Holy Spirit, Jesus will never withdraw his presence altogether. But 

we can “grieve” (Eph. 4:30) or even “quench” (1 Thess. 5:19) the Spirit. We “grieve” the Holy 

Spirit by harboring secret bitterness, anger, gossip, or hatred. We “grieve” the Holy Spirit by 

harboring a secret sexual sin or pornography addiction. We “grieve” the Holy Spirit by 

ignoring his presence. Grieving the Spirit is like facing one wall in a hallway. We turn our back 

on the indwelling Jesus. The only proper response to “grieving” the Spirit is repentance.  

     Repentance involves turning around to face the other wall – to face Jesus. Practically, we 

confess what God already knows. We affirm that in Christ we are forgiven and loved. And we 

request Jesus’ grace for change. As one author says, “Asking for and believing in God’s 

forgiveness of our sin and his power to change us is essential to experiencing it.” Like being 

filled with the Spirit, repentance is not a one-time event but an ongoing activity. The 

Christian life is repentance and remembering every day! 
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     Wake up! Remember what you received and heard. Keep it and repent. But Jesus issues a 

warning to those who reject his remedy. “If you will not wake up, I will come like a thief, and 

you will not know at what hour I will come against you.” (Slide 9) Like the sudden and 

shocking conquests of Sardis, if they will not wake up, remember, and repent then he will 

come against them in judgment at a time they don’t expect. 
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3.  JESUS’ REWARD 

     So, we’ve seen the rebuke and the remedy. Finally, Jesus speaks to the reward. Verse 4, 

“Yet you have still a few names in Sardis, people who have not soiled their garments, and 

they will walk with me in white, for they are worthy. The one who conquers will be clothed 

thus in white garments…” (Slide 10) Like the unsoiled minority, those who hear the rebuke 

and heed the remedy, will also walk with Jesus in white. They will enjoy lasting communion 

with Jesus, covered in the righteous robes he supplies. They are worthy, not in themselves, 

but because they have come to Jesus to have their filthy robes washed white in his blood. 

     Jesus continues in verse 5, “…and I will never blot his name out of the book of life. I will 

confess his name before my Father and before his angels.” (Slide 11) Here is the irony in this 

passage. Whatever reputation the church of Sardis enjoyed was short-lived in light of 

eternity. It’s the same for us. We may use our religious performance, our athletic abilities, 

our physical looks, our academic credentials, our business accomplishments, our parenting 

success, or whatever to gain the approval of men. But it’s short-lived. It doesn’t last.  

     30 years ago, the musician Prince was at the height of his popularity. Although his 

popularity waned over the years, he enjoyed more human approval than most of us will ever 

know. And yet, two years ago, he tragically died. For Prince, the praise of man means 

nothing now. As General Maximus said to Emperor Commodus: “The time for honoring 

yourself will soon come to an end.” It’s true for all of us. Only those who “conquer” – who 

continually repent and remember what we’ve heard and received in Jesus – will never have 

their names blotted out of the book of life. What this means is that the gospel is the gift that 

keeps on giving. We get our sins forgiven. We get reconciliation with the living God. We get 

the indwelling presence of Jesus. And we get a name that is forever etched in the heavenly 

register. We get a name that lasts! And if that weren’t enough, Jesus, himself, will praise us 

by name to the Father and all the angels of heaven! It’s an astonishing promise of reward! 
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CONCLUSION 
 

     Jesus, in his sermon on the mount, warned his followers: “Beware of practicing your 

righteousness before other people in order to be seen by them, for then you will have no 

reward from your Father who is in heaven.” (Slide 12) The church in Sardis was doing just 

that. They had the reputation but not the reality. They may have looked like the best of the 

seven churches of Asia on the outside but, on the inside, they may have been the worst. The 

message to the church in Sardis is a message to the church in every age. We’re prone to 

wander from the living reality of Jesus to the dead habits of church service and attendance. 

We’re prone to wander from a desire to please Jesus to a desire to please men. Jesus gives 

his sleeping church a wake-up call! He calls us to wake up to him! Remember that we have 

received the Holy Spirit – the living reality of Jesus Christ that we can know today. The living 

reality of love, joy, and peace that transforms us from within. The living presence of Jesus 

that frees us from living for the praise of men. Brothers and sisters, “He who has an ear, let 

him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” (Slide 13) He who has an ear let him hear the 

rebuke, the remedy, and the reward Jesus offers you today. 


