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THE LETTER TO THE CHURCH IN SARDIS, REVELATION 3:1-6 

Well let’s turn in our Bibles, please, to the book of Revelation chapter 3.  We’re going to be 
reading together Revelation chapter 3, verses 1 through 6.  Beginning at verse 1: 

“1 And unto the angel of the church in Sardis write; These things saith he that hath the seven 
Spirits of God, and the seven stars; I know thy works, that thou hast a name that thou livest, and 
art dead. 2 Be watchful, and strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die: for I have 
not found thy works perfect before God. 3 Remember therefore how thou hast received and 
heard, and hold fast, and repent.  If therefore thou shalt not watch, I will come on thee as a thief, 
and thou shalt not know what hour I will come upon thee. 4 Thou hast a few names even in Sardis 
which have not defiled their garments; and they shall walk with me in white: for they are worthy. 
5 He that overcometh, the same shall be clothed in white raiment; and I will not blot out his name 
out of the book of life, but I will confess his name before my Father, and before his angels. 6 He 
that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches.” 

We come now today to the fifth letter that Jesus sends to His churches, and that is the letter to 
Sardis.  This church is a very sad church, because it is a virtually dead church.  This deadness 
that this church is experiencing is not the result of some dreadful persecution from without that 
has beaten the down by way of discouragement into some low level of compromise.  Instead, this 
deadness is a result of apathy within, and from a lack of placing value on the saving work of 
Jesus Christ in their lives.  Familiarity has bred boredom and indifference. 

Now this is often the case with second generation churches.  Those who are first saved out of 
paganism are usually zealously on fire for Christ, because they understand the darkness that they 
were delivered from and in which they used to live.  But those raised in Christian homes and 
churches from the time of their birth, who never experience the dramatic deliverance from a 
wicked and destructive lifestyle like their parents did, often take Christ and Christianity for 
granted, because, you know, it’s just all so familiar to them.  They’ve heard it all, seen it all, 
experienced it all from the time they were infants.   

Having never experienced the evil of the world, they often think that it must have something to 
offer, and they begin to taste it to see what it has to bestow.  Surely, the world has something 
more exciting than this boring old Christianity that I have heard about since the time I was born, 
a million times over.  Church becomes a formality, prayer becomes a performance, and Bible 
reading a mere mechanical activity.   

Worldly entertainments and activities seem so much more exciting, and soon they become 
immersed in it and defiled by it, and spirituality winds up being replaced with sensuality.  
Drinking, smoking, dancing, movies—these things become cutting edge practices and points of 
discussion among the Reformed, and theological discussions are abstract and intellectual and 
historical, but never personal and practical.  Men get together and discuss the wine they’re 
drinking and the cigars they’re smoking and the ballroom dancing they’re enjoying, and that last 



shoot’em up adventure movie that they saw—and by the way, let’s talk about the historical 
debate back in 1542 over some aspect of the doctrines of grace.   

Spiritual deadness results, and only the merest shell of religiosity remains.  The public reputation 
of such churches is that they’re reformed, but the reality is that they are deformed, and largely 
dead and devoid of any true spiritual life and vitality.  This was the condition of the church at 
Sardis.  They knew all about the world, but they knew very little of Christ.  It as a church that 
had a name that it lived, but it was dead.   

What we want to do together today is look and listen and learn from this dreadful example, and 
strive to avoid the deadness into which they fell.   

In the first place then this morning, let us consider together the introduction of the letter to 
Sardis.  This is found in verse 1a.  Notice it says, “And unto the angel of the church in Sardis 
write; These things saith he that hath the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars.”  In this 
introduction to this letter in verse 1a, we are told who the recipients of this letter are, and we are 
also told who its author is.   

Notice first of all the recipients of the letter.  The recipients of the letter are the pastor and the 
church who are in the city of Sardis.  Sardis was a city situated on a steep hill, which rendered it 
nearly invincible to military attack.  Because of this, the people of Sardis were confident the city 
could not be defeated by an invading force.  There was only one point of access to this city, 
which was a very narrow neck of land that could be easily guarded and easily defended.   

But twice, this city was conquered—once in 549 B.C. by Cyrus, and once again in 218 B.C. by 
Antiochus—because in their complacency and in their self-confidence, they left that one way of 
access unguarded.  This carelessness, this complacency, and this self-confidence arose out of the 
easy wealth and the tremendous prosperity that the city enjoyed.  Sardis was situated on major 
roads of commerce, and it was the capital city of King Croesus, who was legendary for his 
staggering riches.  In fact, it’s a proverb to say of someone, He’s as rich as Croesus.   

The city’s easy wealth and self-indulgent lifestyle brought about a worldliness and a carelessness 
and an indolence and a slackness that made its inhabitants complacent and over confident.  As a 
result, they were defeated by their enemies, hardly putting up a fight, because they were not 
watchful.  Sudden destruction came upon them as a thief in the night, while they were asleep and 
not on guard.   

This disposition of a self-satisfied complacency, this lack of watchfulness, this unpreparedness 
for warfare when attacked by the enemy, was also reflected in the attitude of the members of the 
church at Sardis.  The church had become formal and careless and complacent and indolent, to 
the point that it was failing in its spiritual warfare at the most basic level.  The church went 
through the motions of spiritual watchfulness and spiritual worship, but it was empty, formal, 
and heartless.  It was a church that was virtually devoid of spiritual life.  Satan is ready to 
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overrun this church, and they’re oblivious to it.  Their own complacency and empty formalism is 
preparing them to be utterly defeated and destroyed.  One day they will look around and wonder 
what happened, but then it will be too late.   

This church is a church that has a form of godliness but is devoid of its power, because its 
spirituality has diminished to the point that is nearly dead.  This, then, is the state and condition 
of the recipients of the letter. 

Having seen the recipients of the letter, notice secondly, in the introduction to this letter, the 
author of the letter.  The author of the letter is Jesus Christ, who identifies Himself as “he that 
hath the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars.”  Notice verse 1a” “These things saith he that 
hath the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars.”   

We were first introduced to this term, “the seven spirits of God,” back in Revelation chapter 1, in 
verse 4.  Notice if you will, “4 John to the seven churches which are in Asia: Grace be unto you, 
and peace, from him which is, and which was, and which is to come; and from the seven Spirits 
which are before his throne.”  We have said that numbers are used symbolically in the book of 
Revelation, so there are not literally seven different Spirits of God, but rather we saw that the 
number seven is the number that symbolizes completeness.  God created the world in seven days.  
It was completely finished.  

So what Jesus is saying here is that the Holy Spirit completely meets every need the church has 
for salvation, every need the church has for sanctification, and every need the church has for 
preservation.  There is nothing the church needs that the Holy Spirit does not completely and 
entirely supply.   

But this church had grieved the Spirit, and this church had quenched the Spirit by its coldness 
and by its indifference and by its worldliness and by its heartless formalism.  This church 
desperately needed the work of the Holy Spirit to resurrect it and revitalize it and to bring it to 
repentance, and Jesus is said here to be the one who controls the Holy Spirit and sends the Holy 
Spirit to do that indispensable work.  Jesus will send the Holy Spirit to do this work among them, 
if they will repent and seek the restoration of the work of the Spirit among them once again.  
Jesus Himself promised in the gospel, “How much more will the Father give the Holy Spirit to 
them that ask Him?”  

So the great gift that Christ has to give to His church is the gift of the Spirit.  But we as a church 
need to be asking Him: Father, send the Spirit through the hand of your Son to our church, that 
He may minister in our midst and exercise the spiritual power of salvation and sanctification and 
preservation among us.  It is only by and only through the ministry and work of the Holy Spirit 
that real spiritual life and genuine spiritual ministry can exist within a church.  And when the 
Spirit’s work and blessing is absent, then the church winds up merely going through the motions, 
but it has no real spiritual life.  It may appear to have spiritual life.  It has all the forms, it has all 
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the documents, it engages in all the activities.  But the reality is, it’s spiritually dead, because all 
of that is devoid of the Spirit’s work and operation.   

So Jesus, by declaring that He holds the Holy Spirit in His hand, is inviting this church to seek 
the work and the blessing of the Holy Spirit upon them from Him.  He who gave the Holy Spirit 
on the Day of Pentecost gives Him over and over again to each local church as they beseech Him 
to give the Spirit to them, Lord’s Day by Lord’s Day. 

But not only does Jesus have the Holy Spirit, who is perfectly able to perfectly meet all the needs 
of the church, secondly, Jesus also has the seven stars.  You see that in verse 1a.  He has the 
seven Spirits and the seven stars.  Once again, we saw back in Revelation chapter 1 and verse 20, 
that the seven stars are the seven angels, or messengers of the churches who we identified as the 
pastors of the churches.   

So Jesus has the Holy Spirit in all of His perfection and the perfection of His work, and Jesus has 
His ministers of the gospel.  He has both of these things in His possession, ready to dispense 
upon His churches.  Christ not only supplies the churches with the Holy Spirit, Christ also 
supplies the churches with pastors who are called by Him and equipped by Him and empowered 
by Him, with both gifts and authority to represent His message and gospel accurately to the 
churches.  Ephesians 4 and verse 11 says that Christ gave as gifts to His church “some, apostles; 
and some, prophets; and some, evangelists; and some, [pastor-teachers].”   

If any of those individuals exist and rightly occupy those offices, it is because Jesus Christ gave 
them to His church as gifts.  Churches will languish and churches will decay without proper 
pastoral leadership, and Christ has instructed His people to pray to Him who is the Lord of the 
Harvest to send forth laborers into His harvest.  Churches need to pray to the chief shepherd to 
send them His own under-shepherds, who will then lead the church in the paths of righteousness, 
and in the narrow way that leads to everlasting life.  Blessed is the church who has one of the 
stars in Christ’s right hand as its pastor, and cursed is the church that does not.   

If this church at Sardis was dead and formal, as Christ says it is, then no small part of the blame 
for that state can be laid at the feet of the pastor who was leading it.  He had led it into 
formalism, he had led it into complacency, he had led it into worldliness by failing to teach the 
truth and by failing to call the people to repentance, and by failing to guard the church from 
compromise.   

This church not only needed a new work of the Spirit in its midst, it also needed new pastoral 
leadership at its head.  It needed a Christ-called, Christ-equipped, Christ-centered preacher 
ministering within it.  Now, Jesus can supply them both—both the work of the Spirit and a God-
called, God-gifted man to lead it.  Jesus says He has them both, and the church needs to cry out 
to Him for both.  With a Christ-given Spirit, and with a Christ-given pastor, it is possible for this 
church to recover from its spiritual deadness.   

!  4



Having seen the introduction to the letter to Sardis, notice secondly the message of the letter to 
Sardis, in verses 1b through verse 4.  The message of this letter, unlike all of the letters we have 
seen up to this point, does not begin with a commendation.  To all four the churches in chapters 2 
and 3, Jesus started with a commendation, but here in chapter 3 and the fifth church, He doesn’t 
start with a commendation, but with a condemnation.  He immediately begins to criticize and 
correct this church, because unlike the previous churches where there was a godly majority and a 
corrupt minority, here the church is largely corrupt, with only a small minority of godly people 
within it.  So Jesus starts out with a severe and forceful condemnation. 

Notice, then, the condemnation in particular, verses 1b to 3.  In verse 1b, He says, “I know.”  
Now here, once again, Jesus opens His address to this church like He does to every one of these 
churches with the words, “I know.”  The knowledge Jesus has of each of His churches is perfect 
and complete and absolute, and nothing in any church or in the heart of any person within that 
church is hidden from His eyes.   

Now, this is a great source of comfort to an obedient yet persecuted church, like the church at 
Smyrna was.  It’s a comfort to know that Jesus knows all about our service to Him and our 
suffering for Him, even when everyone else despises it.   

But the flip side of this is it is a great source of consternation to a hypocritical and compromised 
church that Jesus sees through the façade of spirituality, and Jesus sees past the positive public 
opinion the church has been able to manufacture, and that Jesus discerns and is displeased with 
their false godliness and their fake spirituality.  So Jesus is saying to the church at Sardis, I know 
your public image and your personal behavior are two different things.  Now that people, is not 
good news.  That should provoke great concern, and it should provoke immediate repentance. 

Notice what Jesus says He knows about this church in verse 1b.  He says, “I know thy works, 
that thou hast a name that thou livest, and art dead.”  That’s what He knows about this church.  
He says, in essence, I know your works, that you have a name that you are alive, but the reality 
is, you as a church are virtually dead.   

The public image and the public reputation of this church was that they had spiritual life in their 
church and spiritual blessing in their church.  But the reality was that they had neither spiritual 
blessing nor spiritual life that came from God.  It was all an illusion created by religious 
posturing and empty spiritual rhetoric.  And they may have had bodies and bucks and buildings 
in abundance, but what they didn’t have was true biblical spiritual life.   

Sardis enjoyed a very good public reputation, but they did not deserve that reputation.  There’s 
no indication that this church was making any impact on the world around it.  How do we know 
that?  Because they were not being persecuted by the world, because they were really no 
different from the world.  Jesus says of them in verse 4 that there were a few people in the church 
in Sardis who had not defiled their garments, indicating that the vast majority of those in the 
church in Sardis had defiled their garments with the sins and the practices of the world.   
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The result was that neither the Romans nor the Jews were troubled by this church, and therefore 
did not bother to persecute this church because the church was so much like them.  It was so 
worldly that the world didn’t see any reason to persecute it, because it wasn’t a threat to them.  
The church largely lived just like the world did.  The garments and the vast majority of the 
people in the church were defiled by worldliness.   

Now as a result, Sardis was a very peaceful church.  But they were peaceful like a cemetery is 
peaceful.  It’s peaceful because everybody’s dead.  And this church was peaceful because it was 
virtually spiritually dead.  Therefore, there is no confrontation of sin, there is no correction of 
behavior.  The pastors do not preach the word and reprove and rebuke and exhort with all 
longsuffering and doctrine.  Nobody’s offended, everybody’s happy, everybody’s left in their sin, 
everybody lives as they please, and everybody proclaims, “Look at the blessing of God on our 
assembly and its size and its peace and unity.”  Well, Jesus says there’s barely a spark of spiritual 
life within them.  They are on the verge, he says, of spiritual apostasy.   

But He says, they’ve not quite gone over the edge yet, even though they are teetering on the 
precipice.  Notice verse 2.  He says, “Be watchful, and strengthen the things which remain,”—
here it is—“that are ready to die: for I have not found thy works perfect before God.”  So Jesus 
looks at this church, and you know what He knows about this church?  He knows that they as a 
church are ready to die.  They have not yet died, but they are on the brink of death.  They may 
yet be revived, but if they wait much longer, that opportunity will be gone.   

What Jesus is saying to this church is, Be alert and be awake to your spiritual danger.  Notice 
verse 2: “Be watchful, strengthen the things which remain.”  You remember the city of Sardis?  
Be watchful, watch that narrow path!  Strengthen your fortifications there before the enemy 
comes in and just wipes you out.   

Jesus is saying the same thing here.  He is saying, Be alert and awake to your spiritual danger.  
Strengthen the little spark of spiritual life that you have left.  You’re largely given over to 
formalism and sensuality and worldliness, but there’s still this little bit of true spirituality in you.  
Fan that into a flame before it’s extinguished.  Your lamp, He says, is very dim.  The candle is 
almost out.  The lampstand will soon be removed if you do not return to being a light to the 
world, instead of being compromised with the world.   

He says in verse 2b, I have not found your works to be perfect.  Do you see that?  The last 
phrase, “for I have not found thy works perfect before God.”  Now what this means is not that 
God expects us to be perfect people or to do everything perfectly.  The idea of perfection here is 
the idea of brought to completion.  He is saying, I have not found thy works brought to the full 
expression of obedience.  He says, You start to obey, you partially obey, you halfheartedly follow 
through, but little is actually done in my service and for my glory and in fulfillment of my 
instructions, because you give up before you’re half done.  You quit when you’ve barely started. 
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Now we see this in churches today.  They sing, but they sing songs with corrupt lyrics and 
sensual music.  They read Scripture, but they read out of some corrupt paraphrase.  They pray, 
but they pray for health and wealth.  They preach, but they preach humanistic theology.  Yes, 
there is some truth scattered about in all of these things, but it is overwhelmed by the error and 
worldly corruption that permeates it all.  It is all so tainted with things displeasing to God that 
these works wind up being an offense to God instead of being acceptable to God, and that’s what 
He means when He says, “I have not found thy works perfect.”   

Jesus is saying in verse 2b that your works fall far short of what they should be and what they 
could be if you were really attempting to obey me and please me with sincerity.  The forms of 
worship are there; the ceremonies are practiced; the religious customs and traditions are carried 
out; the meetings are held; the preaching is done.  But the substance and the essence, and the 
heart and the spirit, and the faith and the love that God requires are barely present.   

These people are disengaged religious formalists who have virtually lost the worship of God in 
spirit and in truth.  They draw near to God with their mouth, they honor Him with their lips, but 
their heart is far from Him, and in vain do they worship Him, as they taught for doctrines the 
commandments of men.  Thus, this very severe and strong condemnation Jesus brings to bear.   

Now having seen in the message of the book the condemnation, notice secondly, the warning.  
The warning immediately follows in verse 3.  “Remember therefore how thou hast received and 
heard, and hold fast, and repent.  If therefore thou shalt not watch, I will come on thee as a thief, 
and thou shalt not know what hour I will come upon thee.”   

In this warning, He calls upon them to remember how they had first received the gospel, and 
how they had first heard the message back when they had first professed faith in Christ.  Back 
then, they had received the message with excitement and enthusiasm and gratitude and humility.  
They wanted nothing more than to serve and worship God.  They were consumed with living for 
Him and telling other people about Him.  But that was virtually gone now.   

They have settled into apathy, into complacency, into indifference, and yes, even into boredom 
with the things of God.  And Jesus is telling them, Hold fast to who you used to be and what you 
used to do, and the spirituality you used to have.  Repent of your departure from your former 
faith and your former love and your former zeal for me.   

And now the warning, verse 3b: If you continue in your spiritual slumber, if you refuse to 
awaken to your spiritual danger, if you do not repent and return to spiritual vigilance and 
spiritual awareness, then I, Jesus, will come suddenly like a thief in the night, and you will 
receive my judgment and my wrath.  Those are sobering words.   

Just as the city of Sardis was conquered by surprise because it was too selfconfident and too 
indolent to set a watch and be vigilant, so the church at Sardis will be suddenly judged by Christ 
if they will not return to spiritual watchfulness and spiritual diligence.  This church needs and 
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wants Christ’s blessing, not His correction.  They need His help, not His chastisement.  And they 
have a choice to make.  Will they repent?  Or will they remain in their catatonic state of spiritual 
deadness?  Do you want Christ to come in blessing?  Or do you want Him to come in correction 
and judgment?  Make up your mind.   

Will they cry out to Him to give them the work of the Holy Spirit in their midst?  And will they 
cry out to Him to supply them with a Christ-honoring pastor?  Or will they be content with the 
dead formalism they now have, both in the leadership and in the congregation?  So then, they 
have a choice between revival and judgment.  What will they choose?   

As you see yourself slipping into complacency and indolence in your spiritual life, you have a 
choice to make: Revival, or further moving towards the judgment and the chastisement of God.  
Repent before Jesus returns and sees and brings His correction to bear. 

That brings us to our third subpoint under our second major point.  Having seen His 
condemnation and His warning, notice thirdly—He finally gets to it now—His commendation, in 
verse 4: “Thou hast a few names even in Sardis which have not defiled their garments;”—there’s 
the commendation—“and they shall walk with me in white: for they are worthy.”   

Now in all of His rebuke of the majority of this church, Jesus has not forgotten the minority of 
faithful believers who have maintained a true spirituality, who have maintained a true separation 
from the practice of sin, and who have maintained a true pursuit of genuine, heartfelt obedience 
to Christ.  In the midst of all this spiritual declension that characterized the church at Sardis, a 
few had walked worthy of the high calling of God.  A few had not compromised with the culture.  
A few had not compromised with the worldliness of their fellow church members.  As our text 
says, they had not defiled their garments.  Most had, but they didn’t go along with the crowd.  
They didn’t float downstream with all the other dead fish.  They kept swimming against the 
current of temptation, and their own fallenness, and the pressures of the world, and they kept 
going after Christ.   

Listen, it is hard enough when unbelievers are influencing you to sin with their temptations and 
enticements.  It is doubly hard when your fellow church members are doing the same with their 
compromised lives and their compromised example and their encouragements: Relax!  “Don’t be 
so strict in following biblical principle in every area of your life.  You’re being legalistic!”   

We expect the world to try to tear us down.  We do not expect the church do so as well, and it is 
doubly hard when they do, and want to drag you into their worldliness and mock you when you 
don’t participate, and exclude you from their company because you don’t know about the latest 
movies, because you’ve been reading your Bible and don’t have time for worldly entertainment.   

When every other Christian is spending hours in front of the television and sending their kids to 
public school and participating in all the worldly activity, why should you deny yourself?  
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“They’re good Christians.  They do all these things.  Why shouldn’t I do them as well?”  Jesus 
says, They’re not good Christians.  He says they’re spiritually dead.   

And in spite of all of this horrible influence and their fellow professing believers, those few 
Christians in Sardis had lived worthy of their profession of faith in Christ and their lives 
corresponded with their profession.  They were worthy, it says, of being declared to be genuine 
believers in Jesus Christ.   

Notice what He says in verse 4.  He says, “They shall walk with me in white: for they are 
worthy.”  Now they’re not “worthy” in the sense that they earned their own salvation.  What He’s 
saying is they’re worthy of being called Christians by me, because they have lived the life of 
separation from the world and a life of seeking after Jesus.  He says their lives have 
corresponded with their profession.  They have lived worthy of their profession of faith in Christ.  
They are worthy of being declared to be genuine believers in Jesus Christ.   

And notice, Jesus knows every one of them by name.  Verse 4: “Thou hast a few names even in 
Sardis.”  Isn’t that an interesting phrase?  Jesus knows your name.  He knows you individually, 
He remembers who you are, and He remembers what you have done, and He remembers that you 
stood against the crowd and you stood with Christ, and when all the others were going the way 
of the world, you went the way of righteousness.  Jesus says of them, they will walk with me in 
white.  That is, they will be dressed in a robe of righteousness and walk with me in heaven.  They 
will enjoy purity of life and the presence of Christ forever.   

Thus the message of the letter to Sardis.  That brings us then to our third and final point this 
morning.  Having seen the introduction of the letter to Sardis in verse 1a; having seen the 
message of the letter to Sardis in verses 1b through 4; thirdly, the conclusion of the letter to 
Sardis in verses 5 and 6.  He says, “5 He that overcometh, the same shall be clothed in white 
raiment; and I will not blot out his name out of the book of life, but I will confess his name 
before my Father, and before his angels. 6 He that hath an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith 
unto the churches.”   

Notice then first of all, the promise made.  Once again, every time in every one of these letters, 
the promise made is made to whom?  It’s made to the overcomer.  Notice verse 5: “He that 
overcometh.”  Overcomes what?  Overcomes the things that Jesus was rebuking the church for.  
Here is one who does not live a life characterized by defilement with the world.  Here is one who 
does not live as a spiritually dying religious formalist.  The overcomer is one who lives a life of 
holiness and who lives a life of true spirituality.  He separates from sin and he seeks after Christ.  
He is not content to be indistinguishable from the world.  He is not content to be devoid of 
sincere inward heart communion with God.  In a word, he lives a life of purity and he lives a life 
of prayerfulness, both with a sincere engaged heart.  Such a one, Jesus says, will be clothed in 
the robes of righteousness. 
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Now we’re told exactly what these white robes are in Revelation 7:13 and 14, and also in 
Revelation 19:8.  In both places, we are told that these robes are robes which represent the 
righteousness which the saints possess in their perfect and purified state in heaven.  What Jesus 
is saying here in verse 5 is that to the overcomer, perfect and permanent righteousness will be 
bestowed on every sincere believer who flees from sin and who follows Christ as the evidence of 
his saving faith, because any faith other than that is a dead faith.   

Remember in the book of James—Faith without works is dead?  What are the works that show a 
living faith?  It is the work of fleeing from sin and it is the work of following Christ.  It doesn’t 
mean you’re perfect, but it means you follow on to know the Lord, and when you fall down, you 
repent and you get back up and you keep on following the Lord, full blast.   

To such a one, Jesus promises negatively, in verse 5, “I will not blot his name out of the book of 
life.”  The book of life is the book that’s made up of all of God’s elect.  It’s all the saved people.  
And Jesus is saying, for such a one, he cannot possibly ever run the risk of ever being unsaved.  
It will never happen to such a one that his name will not be found in the book of life when he 
flees from sin and he follows Christ with a genuine, heartfelt spiritual pursuit. 

Then Jesus promises positively, “I will confess his name before my Father, and before his 
angels.”  That is, Jesus is saying in verse 5 that on the day of judgment, I will be his advocate.  I 
will own him as one of mine.  I will declare that I have forgiven all of his sins, and I will declare 
that I have given him my own personal righteousness to cover him.   

You recall that Jesus said in Matthew 10:32, “Whosoever therefore shall confess me before men, 
him will I confess also before my Father which is in heaven.”  And the most wonderful thing that 
we will ever hear in our entire existence is the words of Christ when He declares us to be His 
own, on the day of judgment, when He confesses our name before the Father, that we are His.  
And that’s the promise He makes to the overcomer, and no one but the overcomer is the recipient 
of that promise.   

So that’s the promise made.  The spiritually dead do not receive the promise.  The spiritually 
apathetic, the spiritually indifferent, the spiritually defiled who live their lives just going 
downhill after downhill after downhill, and then they die.  Those aren’t overcomers.  Christians 
fight the good fight of faith, and by the grace of Christ and the gifts of Christ, they overcome.  
They triumph.  The world does not defile them, but rather they stand separate from the world and 
call the world out of their defilement and into the holiness of Christian living.   

The overcomer does not go through the motions of Christianity while his mind is somewhere 
else; but rather, as he participates in the worship and service of God, his heart and his soul and 
his mind are in it.  He’s more concerned about what Christ thinks about him than he is about 
what his reputation is in the community.  I would rather have people think that our church is dead 
and have Christ think it’s alive, than for the community to think, Wow!  That’s really a together, 
going, growing church!, but have Christ say, It’s dead.   
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So we have to serve and live and work for the eye of Christ and not for our reputation before 
men.  And this church at Sardis was so concerned with what the world thought of them, they had 
to become just like the world in order to get the approval of the world.  Sadly, the world consists 
of a whole bunch of professing Christians who really are just dead formalists.  And you can tell it 
by their fruits.   

That brings us then to the exhortation given, verse 6: “He that hath an ear, let him hear what the 
Spirit saith unto the churches.”  Let us listen carefully to what the Lord of the church is saying to 
our church.  And what Jesus is saying to our church is that we must constantly seek repentance 
and renewal and revival, so that we don’t sink into spiritual deadness ourselves.   

I have felt that spiritual deadness and leadenness and cold-heartedness creep in on me a hundred 
times, and I’ve had to fight it and push it away, and read the Scriptures, and pray and engage my 
heart, and ask God, Send your Spirit to revive me!   

Every day you’ve got to guard that narrow neck of land by which the Devil is coming to conquer 
you, and you’ve got to fight him back.  There are no secrets to the Christian life.  It’s warfare 
every day to maintain warmth of heart and love for Christ by plunging yourself into the means of 
grace that God has given you, and refusing to walk in the counsel of the ungodly and to stand in 
the way of sinners and to sit in the seat of the scornful.   

That’s why Jesus said the Christian life is a battlefield.  We have to fight for spirituality as a 
church, we have to fight for spirituality as individuals, and there is no place for complacency, 
and no place for self-satisfaction, and no place for coasting.   

Secondly and relatedly, we have to beware of merely going through the motions of worship.  
Each time, we need to put our hearts and minds and souls into it.  Jesus says: They that worship 
God, must worship Him in spirit and in truth, for the Father seeks such to worship Him.   

What this means, people, is that when you are singing the hymns, and when you are participating 
in the prayer, and when you are hearing the Scriptures read, and when you’re hearing the 
preaching done, and when you’re partaking of the Lord’s Supper, don’t let your mind be 
somewhere else.  Focus on what you’re hearing, and what you’re singing, and what you’re 
praying, and interact with the Lord in your heart as you’re doing it.   

That’s what will save you from religious formalism, because there’s two elements to worship.  
There’s the subjective element that’s personal, inward—we have to worship God in spirit; and 
then there’s the objective element—we have to worship God in the truth.  It doesn’t do any good 
to engage your heart, really, sincerely, with a whole bunch of error.  On the other hand, you can 
have a whole bunch of truth, but if your heart is somewhere else, you haven’t worshiped either.   
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So think about what you’re singing.  Think about what’s being prayed.  Think about what’s being 
read.  Think about what’s being preached.  Think about what’s being symbolized in the 
ordinances.  Then lift your heart to God with reference to those things, and you will be 
worshiping Him in spirit and in truth, and He will be pleased with your worship, and He will own 
it as spiritual vitality and life.   

That’s why Christianity has very few externals.  It’s not about stainedglass windows and crosses 
and altars and candles.  It’s about your heart, people.  That’s where your religion lives and dies.  
That’s why you’ve got to be heart Christians, and not just external ones.   

Thirdly, we have to be more concerned with our reputation in the eyes of Christ than we are with 
our reputation in the eyes of the world.  I’ve already said this, but I’ll say it again.  The world 
may think well of us, or the world may think poorly of us.  But the only question is, What does 
Christ think of us?   

So I as a pastor, and we as a people collectively, as a church, have only one concern, and that’s 
not, What does the church up the street think of us?  Or, What do the neighbors across the way 
say about us?  Rather it is, What does Jesus think of us?  And that’s why we sincerely seek to live 
every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God, and do all He commands and requires of us, 
because on that great day, we want the words out of His mouth, “Well done!”  The way 
Sovereign Grace Bible Church functioned—well done, you good and faithful servants.  That’s all 
I care about.  It’s all I’ve ever cared about.  And that’s all we must always care about.  Do not 
live in the fear of man.  The Bible says in Proverbs 29:25, “The fear of man bringeth a snare: but 
whoso putteth his trust in the Lord shall be safe.”   

So that’s what we’re living for, and that’s what we’re about, and that’s why we do what we do.  
The last thing I want, people, is to be a Sardis type church.  And yet this land and the Reformed 
movement is full of these kinds of churches.  Let us not be one of them.  If we find ourselves in a 
formalist church, a dead church like this, you know what?  You can still be a real Christian in it. 
There were a few, even in the church at Sardis, real believers, sincere believers, separated 
believers, believers who sincerely followed the Lord Jesus.   

And maybe that’s the best you can find, and that’s the best you can get, and that’s the best you 
can attend.  Be the best you can within it, and don’t let older and more mature Christians lead 
you into defiling your garments because they’ve chosen to do that out of apathy and out of 
indifference and out of carelessness.  You just live for the Lord.  Hopefully, you’ll find some 
other kindred spirits.  He says, You have a few names.  You can find other folks in those kinds of 
churches who love Jesus too.  Just form your own little circle of fellowship, where you guys can 
encourage each other to stand against the deadness and the dullness that comes from the pulpit 
and that comes from the people who have long since lost their love and zeal for Christ.  You just 
keep yours up, and you just keep going.  That’s the message.  But we need to have ears to hear it.  
Well, let’s pray together. 
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Our Father, we thank you so much for this blessed book.  Lord, we learn a lot from negative 
examples as well as positive, and we ask that we would hear and observe both.  And Lord, we 
pray that you would save us from spiritual deadness and dullness and complacency and 
carelessness and, God forbid, boredom—with the things of God, and the salvation of Christ, and 
the theology, and the Bible stories in the teaching.   

And Father, may we not go out after the excitement that the world professes to have, but once 
we’ve tasted it, we realize how empty and vain it is, and how we wasted our time instead of 
redeeming it.  Lord, help us then to be zealous for Christ and to follow Him with our whole 
heart, individually and collectively as a church.  Continue to give us faithful ministrations of the 
Spirit every Lord’s day, so that we would have His power and His presence, working in the 
hearts of your true people.  In Jesus’ name we ask it.  Amen.
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