
Good Church, Bad Church (Part 4) – Rev 3:1-6 
Rev 3:1-6. We’re studying the book of Revelation, under the theme of Hold Fast. One of 
the main reasons for the book of Revelation. That we would persevere and keep the faith, 
no matter what. 
 
And chapters 2-3 emphasize the theme. With 7 messages, written to seven 1st century 
churches. Some of them good, some bad, and some both. Good church, bad church.  
 
But it’s not just for them. Because every single message ends with the same exhortation – 
He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. What was written to 
one is intended for all. If you can hear, Jesus says; if you can understand, this is for you. 
 
And this week, we turn our attention to the church in Sardis (Map). Located about 50 
miles east of Ephesus, Sardis sat on a high mountain about 1500 feet above the valley. In 
fact, all but the south side of the mountain was a sheer rock face; nearly perpendicular. It 
was security at its best, and let to complacency at its worst. Even for the church. 
 
 V1. Still speaking to the Apostle John, Jesus says . . . 
“And to the angel of the church in Sardis [to the pastor; representing the church] write: 
‘The words of him who has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. (ESV) The 7 
spirits referring to the all-knowing Holy Spirit as we saw in chapter 1 (v4-5); and the 7 
stars, referring to the pastors to whom he is writing, and the churches they represent. Also 
from ch1 (v20). It’s Jesus’ way of saying, “Nothing escapes me. In one hand I have the 
all-knowing presence of the Holy Spirit, and in the other I have the church.” 
 
Which is why he can say in v1b – “‘I know your works. Works, probably referring to the 
same kind of works as at Thyatira (2:19). Love, faith, service, and endurance. Everything 
required for the work of ministry. I know them, Jesus says. I see them. And it’s not good. 
 
[1b] You have the reputation of being alive, but you are dead. [2] Wake up, and 
strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your works complete in 
the sight of my God. [They were lacking.] [3] Remember, then, what you received and 
heard [all they had been taught; God’s way of living and God’s way of ministering]. Keep 
it [keep such truth], and repent. 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. 
 
They were dead. A bad church for sure. And a condition worth looking at because no 
church is exempt. No church is immune. It’s a problem. With consequences, solutions, 
and rewards. All in 6 verses. Starting with this: 
 
A bad church lacks true spiritual life. 
That’s the problem. Last 3 words of v1 – you are dead. Spiritually dead. Lifeless. There’s 
no passion, no compulsion, no burden, no nothing. The Spirit has left the building. Jesus 
no longer attends. There’s no power, no conviction, no faith, and no prayer. Just a group 
of people playing house. 
 
And size has nothing to do with it. Just because a church is big doesn’t mean it’s alive. 
Some of the biggest churches in the world are glorified corpses.  
 
The question is whether Jesus is present. Big or small. The question is whether they’re full 

of the Spirit. Whether they’re fighting the good fight, or coasting. Following Jesus or 
faking it.  
 
Size has nothing to do with it, activity has nothing to do with it, and certainly reputation 
has nothing to do with true spiritual life. V1b – You have the reputation of being alive 
[people think you’re alive; they talk about it], but you are dead. 
 
In other words . . . 
• They’re all show and no substance. (v1b) 
A bad church lacks true spiritual life when they’re all show and no substance. They look 
good to people on the outside, but there’s nothing on the inside. They’re all form and no 
function. They do what they do to impress the crowd, instead of lead them in worship. 
Draw a crowd, instead of shepherd them. Deceive the crowd, instead of disciple them. 
 
Does that mean every church with a good reputation is all show and no substance? Not at 
all. It depends on what they teach. And how they preach. Do they teach the whole counsel 
of God, or just the nice parts; the easy parts? Do they preach heaven, love, and blessing 
without hell, wrath, and suffering? If so, they’re all show. Do they talk about salvation but 
not sanctification? Grace but not truth? Freedom but not obedience? 
 
How about sin? Do they call sin, sin; or label it a syn-drome? Do they address the culture 
or accommodate it? Speak the truth, or avoid it? Is God the center, or the pastor? Is Jesus 
exalted, or the worship leader? 
 
If it’s the latter of those things, they’re all show and no substance. Regardless of their 
reputation. That’s one characteristic of a church that lacks true spiritual life. 
 
A second, is that . . . 
• Their ministry is lacking (v2b) 
A bad church lacks true spiritual life when their ministry is lacking. V2b – I have not 
found your works complete in the sight of my God, Jesus says. Their works of ministry. 
They were incomplete. Insufficient. 
 
 Becky and I were at a church like this when we were first married. The doctrine was 
sound, but the worship was dead. The ministries existed, but the fruit didn’t. Decisions 
and baptisms were few and far between. And if they did happen, it was only kids. Life-
change was scarce. Impact was rare. The ministry was lacking. 
 
That’s not to say that any church is perfect. Or that every church can do everything. But 
that every church needs to do the main things. And every church needs to fulfill their 
ministry; complete their works in the sight of God. Otherwise their ministry is lacking, and 
so is their life. That’s the second characteristic of a dead church. 
 
Third, is that . . . 
• Their people are sinful (v4) 
A bad church lacks true spiritual life when their people are sinful; and because they’re 
sinful. That’s the implication of v4. After saying you’re dead, he says – 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. You have a few who haven’t tainted themselves with 
ongoing sin. But most have. That’s the implication. Most of them were sinful. 



And just like the wages of sin is death for individuals, the wages of sin is death for a 
church. In fact, nothing kills it faster. Because sin grieves and quenches the Holy Spirit, 
sin clouds our judgment, sin impedes our fellowship, and sin undermines our motivation. 
Whether it’s the sin of a bad attitude, smug pride, or laziness. Whatever the form, it's a 
killer. And we need to be ever vigilant against it. In our own lives, and in our church.  
 
Don’t get me wrong. I’m not talking about repentant sin. Sin for which you’ve asked 
forgiveness. Sin you’re fighting. Sin you hate. I have sin like that constantly. Sin for 
which I have to repent constantly. 
 
I’m talking about unrepentant sin in a church. Unconfessed and ongoing sin. Whether it’s 
the sin of doing something wrong, or not doing something right. Like failing to serve. 
Failing to tithe. Failing to love. Failing to pray. 
 
Failure to do what’s right is just as sinful as doing what’s wrong. And to the extent it 
characterizes us, we’re dead. We quench the Spirit, and lack true spiritual life. That’s the 
problem. 
 
Next are the consequences. And they’re serious. 
The consequences are grave (v2a, 3b) 
A bad church lacks true spiritual life, and the consequences are grave. Like the fact that . . 
 
• Everything is at risk. That’s the first grave consequence. Even what’s healthy is at risk 
of dying in a church that lacks true spiritual life. Look at what Jesus says in v2 again. 
Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die. It wasn’t as if everything in the 
church was dead. Everybody. There were still pockets of faith on the sinking ship. 
 
But without an infusion of life, they too were doomed. Because you can’t hold out forever 
in situations like that. You can gasp for air only so long. You can fight uphill only so long. 
If a few bad apples can spoil the whole bunch, how much more will the bunch spoil the 
few? It’s a grave consequence. Death begets death in a church. 
 
Even worse, is the opposition a dead church faces. From Jesus. 
• Judgment awaits. That’s the second grave consequence. V3b – 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. What 
hour I will oppose you and judge you. But you better believe it’s coming. 
 
And I think there’s both a near-term judgment implied here, and end-times judgment. 
Both. Near-term, because even if they did wake up they wouldn’t know the hour of Jesus’ 
return. No one knows but the Father (Mt 24:36). So Jesus must be referring to his 
judgment and opposition now. In the midst of their present deadness. 
 
But I also think there’s an end-times judgment in view. When Jesus returns at the end of 
this age to judge the living and the dead (2 Tim 4:1). Because he uses the same metaphor, 
that of a thief, that’s used elsewhere in the Bible to describe his second coming. Like 1 
Thess 5:2. Where it says that Jesus will come like a thief in the night. Unexpected and 
unwanted. That’s the idea of a thief. 
 
For those who are spiritually dead, the second coming of Jesus will be unexpected and 
unwanted. Just like a thief in their home. Unexpected, because they’re not looking for 

Jesus; and unwanted because his coming means judgment for them. But for those who are 
spiritually alive, the coming of Jesus means victory; and blessing; and relief. 
 
Two grave consequences for a dead church. Everything’s at risk, and judgment awaits. 
 
Fortunately, there’s a solution. Because God’s just like that, isn’t he? He’s that gracious. 
And though the solution may not be easy, it is simple. 
 
The solution is simple (v2-3a) 
Consisting of 5 simple commands, straight from the mouth of Jesus. The first, is . . . 
 
• Wake up. First two words of v2 – Wake up [Jesus says]. As in snap out of it. Snap out 
of your sin-induced stupor, and wake up to your casual lethargy. The things you 
rationalize, and the things you ignore. Wake up to the situation you’re in, and your 
complacency in life. If you won’t, Jesus says, if you will not wake up, I will come against 
you like a thief.  
 
 It’s at this point in the first public reading of this message in Sardis, that I have to 
believe alarm bells started going off. Like those obnoxious weather alerts on our phones. 
Because the history of Sardis was a built-in object lesson of the very truth Jesus was 
conveying. In fact, I think that’s why he used the words thief, wake up, and come against 
you. 
 
Remember the rock face of the mountain on which the city sat? 1500 feet and nearly 
perpendicular? Two times in the course of history, the city fell to invaders due to a lack of 
vigilance. Rampant complacency. Thinking that no one could overtake them, and certainly 
wouldn’t attack them on the side of the rock face. So they didn’t guard those walls. 
 
The first time was 549BC. Almost 600 years earlier. Cyrus the Great was sweeping across 
the land, and coming upon Sardis he deployed a single climber. Who scaled the cliff, 
mounted the wall, and let the army in through the gate. And 300 years later, in 216BC, it 
happened again. A guy named Lagoras led 15 men up the ascent. All because the city fell 
asleep on the job. Thinking they were untouchable. 
 
So with a built-in object lesson, Jesus told the church, “You’re in the same situation. 
You’re asleep at your post, and you’re going to get it. You’re not half as secure as you 
think you are, and you better wake up.” 
 
How about you? Any complacency in your life? Lifelessness? If so, wake up. It’s that 
simple. 
 
Second, and more quickly . . . 
• Bulk up. V2 again. Wake up, and strengthen what remains. Identify what’s healthy in 
your life, and bulk up. Give it a vitamin boost. Identify what’s alive in God’s eyes, and 
fortify it. Reinforce it. Strengthen what’s good, and bulk up. It’s that simple. 
 
Third, is . . . 
• Wise up. As in remember what you know. V3 – Remember, then, what you received 
and heard. The truth of God’s Word. Go back over it. Remind yourself of it. Review your 
notes. Think about what you’ve read. If you want life, wise up by remembering.  



And don’t forget it. That’s the next part of the solution. 
• Don’t forget. As in keep it. Keep what you remember (3). Keep what you received. 
Hang on to it and don’t forget. Don’t forget the blessings of righteousness, and don’t 
forget the consequences of sin.  
 
And last but not least . . . 
• Repent. It keeps coming up, doesn’t it? Keep what you received and heard, and repent 
Jesus says in v3. Confess your sin to God, and turn from it. Ask him to forgive you and 
help you. It may not be easy, but it’s certainly simple. And a big part of the solution. 
 
Best of all . . . 
The reward is amazing (v4-5) 
After addressing those who were dead, Jesus said in v4 – Yet you have still a few names in 
Sardis, people who have not soiled their garments [not become sinful and lifeless], and 
they will walk with me in white, for they are worthy [deserving of such a reward; because 
of their steadfast devotion]. 
 
The first reward of waking up and repenting, is . . . 
• Eternity with Jesus. They will walk with me, he says (4). Future tense. Referring to the 
age to come. When Jesus returns and we see him face to face for all eternity. Dwelling 
with him forever. It’s the first of 4 amazing rewards for our devotion. 
 
The second, is . . . 
• Perfect purity. They will walk with me in white, Jesus says. Indicating perfect purity 
and righteousness. No longer struggling for it or fighting for it, but enjoying it for all 
eternity. 
 
Third, is . . . 
• Blessed assurance. From v5 – The one who conquers [the one who holds fast] will be 
clothed thus in white garments [he reiterates it], and I will never blot his name out of the 
book of life. Not that there’s a risk of being blotted out if you’re genuinely saved, but that 
Jesus is explicit to assure us. A blessed assurance, because it doesn’t take long to start 
doubting, when we’re being crushed in the crucible of adversity. Does Jesus know? Does 
he care? Does he hold us? He does. The answer’s right here. Before we even ask. We’re 
his for all eternity. 
 
And last, the last reward of holding fast, is . . . 
• Divine affirmation. V5b – I will confess his name before my Father [Jesus says] and 
before his angels. When we persevere in faith and righteousness, confessing Jesus before 
men, he will confess us before his Father. God the Father. Announcing before the host of 
heaven that we are his, and belong to the family of God. 
 
It’s like the President of a college reading the names of graduates at graduation. With the 
Chancellor, and board members, and families present. It doesn’t confer their degree, but it 
certainly affirms them at the highest level. One more amazing reward, for the one who 
conquers. 
 
He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches (6), and hold fast. 
 
Prayer – Lord, thank you for the life you’ve given us, and the church we enjoy. How 

blessed we are. Keep us from sin, and slumber, and complacency. Find us ever so vigilant 
and always awake. 
 
You Are Loved 
 


