
What Do You Want in a Church? #6, Pentecost 22C, October 20-21 2013 

 

 

1 

TEXT:  Revelation 3:1-6 
THEME:  A CHURCH THAT LOOKS AT HERSELF HONESTLY 
 
 “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.  Wake up!  
Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have found your deeds unfinished 
in the sight of my God.  Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; 
hold it fast, 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. 
 
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.  The one who is victorious will, 
like them, be dressed in white.  I will never blot out the name of that person from the 
book of life, but will acknowledge that name before my Father and his angels.  
 Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 
 
Dear Christian Friends, 
 
Once again we continue our series of services on “What Do You Want in a Church?” as we 
consider the fifth of seven letters to churches in the Book of Revelation.  As we look at 
these letters from Jesus Christ, we find the answer to what Jesus wants in a congregation 
of his believers.  From his letter to the church in Sardis, we see that Jesus wants A 
CHURCH THAT LOOKS AT HERSELF HONESTLY. 
 
As you can see from the map, Sardis is a little farther inland, east of Smyrna, about in the 
middle of the seven churches. 
 
Jesus presents himself to the congregation at Sardis as the one “who holds the seven 
spirits of God and the seven stars.”  The seven spirits signify the Holy Spirit.  The seven 
stars Jesus holds are the seven pastors of the seven churches.  These human messengers 
of the Word are held by the same hands that hold the divine messenger of the Word, the 
Holy Spirit.  What Sardis hears—what every congregation hears!—are the words of Jesus, 
inspired by his Spirit, communicated by his pastors. 
 
The omniscient Jesus says, “I know your deeds.”  At Ephesus and Thyatira these words 
were followed by commendation for spiritual accomplishments, but not here.  The showy 
deeds of the congregation at Sardis only served to perpetuate a good reputation that was 
unearned.  “You have a reputation for being alive, but you are dead.”  Congregations 
may gain a lively image with full pews, big budgets, impressive buildings, a charismatic 
pastor, a high community profile, influential members, and much activity.  But “the LORD 
does not look at the things man looks at.  Man looks at the outward appearance, but 
the LORD looks at the heart” (1 Samuel 16:7).  Jesus judges a church’s liveliness by each 
member’s strength of faith.  He told the people at Sardis, “I have not found your deeds 
complete in the sight of my God.”  As faith without works is dead, so works without faith 
are hypocrisy. 
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Most of the members at Sardis were living off their reputation.  Their flickering faith held on 
to “what remains.”  They had to search their memories for what they had “received and 
heard.”  Only “a few people in Sardis” remained strong.  Note that Jesus says they 
“have not soiled their clothes.”  This is a remarkable statement in view of the fact that 
Jesus has mentioned no specific immorality or false teaching in Sardis.  The sin by which 
the majority of members dirtied their clothes was apathy and indifference toward their 
Savior.  This warning applies to every member in churches with the best reputations:  
“Examine yourselves to see whether you are in the faith; test yourselves” (2 
Corinthians 13:5).  Do you come to church to be entertained or to hear the Word of God 
faithfully proclaimed?  Do you volunteer so that others can see how much you are involved 
or are you willingly serving your Savior out of love and gratitude for all he has done for you?    
Do you like being given a “to do” list that is relevant to your everyday life because 
accomplishing those duties makes you feel worthy before God and hate being told that by 
nature there is nothing you can do to make yourself right with God, but that God has done 
everything for your salvation and there is nothing left for you to do to gain his favor?   
 
Self-satisfaction usually accompanies spiritual deadness.  Paul warned the Corinthians, “If 
you think you are standing firm, be careful that you don’t fall!” (1 Cor 10:12).  Jesus 
warned the church at Sardis, and us, “Wake up!  Strengthen what remains and is about 
to die.”  Jesus’ wake-up call is a call to repentance.  Sardis must admit that their spiritual 
apathy is just as faith-destroying as false doctrine and immoral living.   
 
The one who overcomes the temptation to just go through the motions of Christianity is 
dressed in white clothes, a symbol of perfection.  We believers receive that clean clothing 
from our Savior.  It represents the righteous life of Jesus credited to us through faith.  The 
white clothes we believers wear are given to us.  Isaiah wrote, “[God] has clothed me 
with garments of salvation and arrayed me in a robe of righteousness.” 
 
Jesus then assures believers that their names are written in the book of life.  This is  God’s 
record of the elect.  The certainty of eternal election is bolstered by Jesus’ promise:  “I will 
never blot out his name from the book of life.”  The Father chose us for Jesus’ sake in 
eternity (Ephesians 1:4).  Those who are recorded in the book are assured of an eternity 
with God:  “At that time your people—everyone whose name is found written in the 
book—will be delivered” (Daniel 12:1).   
 
Jesus will “acknowledge” the elect in front of his Father and the angels.  Our Lord will not 
quietly admit that he knows us.  “Acknowledge” means to give a formal, public testimony 
to the name of the believers.  Jesus’ acknowledgement of the elect will give recognition to 
their faith in him.  Jesus said, “Whoever acknowledges me before men, I will also 
acknowledge him before my Father in heaven” (Matthew 10:23).  To those who did not 
confess their faith on earth, to those who merely went through the motions of religion but 
did not live their faith, Jesus will say on the Last Day, “I never knew you.  Away from me, 
you evil doers!” (Matthew 7:23).   
 
This letter closes with another urgent appeal for all Christians to hear what the Holy Spirit is 
saying to the congregation at Sardis.  Listen to the warnings and promises.  Amen. 
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Dear Lord, we humbly ask you for healing and mercy for Shannon Mueller, daughter of Pat 
and Patty McIver.  Please Lord, help her overcome the cancer that is growing in her.  Keep 
her in your healing hands and give us strength and faith to help support her and her young 
son, Benjamin, through this illness.  In Jesus’ name we ask it.  Amen. 


