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“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! Strengthen what 
remains and is about to die, for I have found your deeds unfinished in the sight of my 
God. 3 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. 

I. Soft	Christianity	Can	Kill	You	
The list of charges against Sardis is short. Their promotional material described a 
church that was bursting with life. Consequently, they had a reputation in town as a 
going and growing church; the place where it was really happening. Jesus’s 
assessment was totally the opposite. Using two metaphors, he declared them to be both 
dying and already dead.  
The second charge against them was that their deeds were not “complete” in God’s 
sight (more on that later).  
But one very important characteristic of the church is one that is not even listed. There 
is no mention of the church suffering persecution in their community. One theory is that 
the Jews had a very powerful presence in the Sardis, evidenced in part by the unusually 
spectacular synagogue they had built which was as large as a modern day football field. 
That was a rarity among Jewish synagogues.  
The health and well being of the local Jewish population indicated that the Jewish faith 
was very well tolerated by the people of Sardis, even though Sardis filled with 
paganism. It is feasible that if the local pagans had no animus against the Jews and 
their religion, they may have been equally tolerant of the Christian faith. The bottom line 
is that the church at Sardis evidently did not struggle against persecution, but was at 
complete peace with their neighbors.   
At first glance it would seem reasonable to believe that a church not suffering 
persecution would be a blessed church. But here is a case of church that was not being 
persecuted that actually became soft and complacent. And the reason they were not 
suffering persecution is because they refused to confront paganism.  

II. The	Church	Of	The	Living	Dead	
A. A	dead	church	substitutes	activity	for	spirituality	

This was a church that appeared to outsiders to be thriving. We could safely assume 
that meant they had plenty of members and a great deal of activity. The carnal person – 
the person with no spiritual discernment - would see that as a church full of life.  
The church had a reputation of being a vibrant place, full of life and activity, but they 
were in fact spiritually dead. The church had a reputation for doing works, but God 
deemed the works to be unacceptable.  

B. A	dead	church	worships	the	past	
Gideon and his 300 men defeated 135,000 Midianites, the people knew it was a miracle 
and they immediately wanted to draft Gideon to be their new leader. Gideon refused 
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their offer and told them God was their king. But he did command them to bring the 
golden ear rings they took from the Midianites and Gideon made a golden ephod, a 
priestly garment, to commemorate their great victory. Soon, the people began to 
worship the ephod. It was a memorial to their past. Unfortunately, Gideon failed to 
destroy the ephod and the Bible says they prostituted themselves by worshiping the 
ephod. They worshipped their past instead of looking to their future.  
The dead that worships their past has no future.  

C. A	dead	church	refuses	to	confront	sin	
I would never suggest that it is the purpose and goal of the church to be an offense to 
others. However, because of what we stand for, because of the exclusiveness of our 
message, and because of nature of our message, those who will not convert will likely 
take offense. People were offended by Jesus and he was not combative or abrasive. He 
spoke truth and people were offended by truth. This church had found a comfortable 
place to co-exist in their pagan community, and that was a toxic condition.  
It is not a stretch to believe the church at Sardis was comfortable in the pagan 
community because they were not confronting the darkness with the light of the truth. 
We do not condone standing on a street corner and shouting out at the people who 
pass by about how they are filthy sinners and going to Hell. That doesn’t get results. But 
the church will inevitably be put in a place of having to take a public position on certain 
issues. Simply preaching the message of Jesus will include confronting sinful practices. 
Jesus told the woman caught in the act of adultery to go and sin no more. John 
instructed the dishonest tax collectors to quit cheating people and told the soldiers to 
stop extorting money from innocent people.  
In short, the church had to some degree turned a blind eye to paganism. They were not 
confronting paganistic practices. They were simply preaching an innocuous gospel 
about non-controversial things. 
Hitler’s successful rise to power was in part due to the state church endorsing his 
agenda. Only 7,000 out of 18,000 state church pastors opposed the Aryan clause that 
prohibited Jewish Christians from working in the church. Among those who opposed 
Hitler was a pastor named Deitrich Bonhoeffer. As Hitler began wooing the church by 
promising them protection if they would approve his expansionist plans, Bonhoeffer 
fought against the compromise of the church. Bonhoeffer’s resistance quickly made him 
a minority in Germany. He was eventually imprisoned and hanged on charges of being 
a conspirator against Hitler.  
What does it mean to be a dead church? Why is Sardis called a dead church, but not 
Pergamum or Thyatira? Sardis was dead because they were ineffective. They were 
HAVING church, but they were not BEING the church. They had good crowds and great 
programs and nice social events, but they were not fulfilling their purpose as a church. 
They were not shining their light into the darkness. They were not calling people out of 
darkness and into the light. They were flavorless salt that is good for nothing but to be 
cast out and trodden under foot. They were a candle under a bushel. They were a 
white-washed tomb, looking attractive on the outside but full of dead bones. And if there 
was any tiny part of this church that was not yet dead, it was dying. Spiritually dead 
churches are the sum total of spiritually dead people. 
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I don’t know of anything I consider more pathetic, more boring, more useless than a 
dead church. I would rather have a root canal every week than to go to a spiritually 
dead church. And don’t confuse noise with life either. Just because a church is noisy 
doesn’t mean it isn’t spiritually dead. Spiritually dead churches refuse to preach the full 
meaning of repentance. They preach God’s forgiveness, but they don’t stress man’s 
repentance. Mirriam-Webster defines repentance this way: 
1 : to turn from sin and dedicate oneself to the amendment of one's life. 2 a : to feel 
regret or contrition. b : to change one's mind. 
Mickey Cohen was a major gangster in the L.A. area in the early to mid 1900’s. In 1949, 
young Graham set up his tent in Los Angeles Jim Vaus, a wire-tapper working for 
Cohen came to the revival, got saved, a went to work for the Billy Graham Association. 
Vaus set up a private meeting between Cohen and Graham and they quickly became 
lifelong friends. It seemed for a while Cohen was making an attempt to become a 
Christian or live as a Christian, but when some people challenged him to give up his 
gangster ties, he replied 
"Christian football players, Christian cowboys, Christian politicians - why not a Christian 
gangster?” Mickey never completely turned his life over to Christ. He wanted one foot in 
both worlds.  
A church that refuses to confront the culture for its godlessness is a useless, powerless, 
meaningless, dead church.  

III. The	History	and	Mystery	of	Blotting	
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 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. 6 Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says 
to the churches. 

The	promise	for	the	faithful	overcomers	to	not	be	blotted	out	of	the	book	has	an	
obvious	obverse	implication	–	those	who	are	not	overcomers	WILL	be	blotted	out	of	the	
book.		
This	terminology	goes	back	to	Exodus	32	and	the	story	of	the	golden	calf.	Moses	was	
acting	as	the	intermediary	for	Israel.	Even	though	Moses	acknowledged	Israel	has	
committed	a	gross	sin,	he	returned	to	the	mountain	to	plead	with	God	to	extend	
forgiveness	to	them.		
31 So Moses went back to the Lord and said, “Oh, what a great sin these people have 
committed! They have made themselves gods of gold. 32 But now, please forgive their sin—but 
if not, then blot me out of the book you have written.” 
33 The Lord replied to Moses, “Whoever has sinned against me I will blot out of my 
book.  Exodus 32 
From that incident arose the concept of God keeping a book of life wherein names are 
written or stricken. We find that language in the 69th Psalm. Daniel referred to such a 
book in the 12 chapter of his book. Paul refers to his faithful fellow workers who are in 
the book of life (Gal 4:3). And even Jesus alluded to it, telling his disciples not to rejoice 
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because demons are subject to them, but rather because their names are written in 
Heaven.  
For the congregation at Sardis, they would have been acquainted with the cultural 
practice of deleting the names of convicted criminals from the royal archives just prior to 
their execution.  

A. Keep	your	clothes	clean	
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. 
This is a metaphorical reference to describe those who did not yield to paganism.  
Admittedly, it is difficult to keep your clothes clean when you are living in a filthy world. It 
is difficult to cling to Biblical standards when the majority of the world rejects your values 
and mocks you as old-fashioned and irrelevant.  
The world is working tirelessly to flip the tables on moral issues. They are aggressively 
brainwashing a young generation to believe bad is actually good and good is bad. 
Times are changing and we need to change our methods and strategies to remain 
effective. Sunday School for kids has historically been about familiarizing children with 
popular Bible stories and introducing them to Jesus and the plan of salvation. But these 
days, we need to be using our Sunday School classes and our children’s church 
opportunities to teach the children that God’s plan for marriage is one man and one 
woman and nothing else pleases God. We need to teach them that God created 
everyone of us as a male or a female and we do not have permission to change that. 
We need to teach them that the only way to the Father is through his only begotten Son 
Jesus and you cannot get their through any other so-called prophet. We need to teach 
them that God told Jeremiah, “Before I even formed you in your mother’s womb, I knew 
you.” That unborn babies are fully recognized by God as human beings. That unborn 
babies are not tissue and that abortion is not the same as getting your tonsils out. 
Unborn babies are living human beings and abortion is murder, and the Bible tells us in 
no uncertain terms, “Thou shalt not murder!” 
If we are not teaching our kids Biblical values on these popular social issues, they will 
grow up knowing about Adam and Eve, and Moses and Daniel and King David, but they 
will be brainwashed by the world to buy into the world’s twisted and perverted 
philosophies about all these social issues.  
The problem is, there is a growing number of people within the walls of the modern day 
American church with dirty clothes. They have polluted their garments with worldliness. 
It is one thing to be stained with sin. Those stains are washed by the blood. It is another 
to be stained with worldly compromise. Those stains disqualify you.  
Even pagans were cautious not to approach the temple of their deities in soiled 
garments. They dressed in clean linen to worship. All the more should Christians be 
concerned with worshiping God with unsoiled garments.  
 


