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I.  The Church of Sardis (Rev. 3:1-6) 

a) Traveling thirty-three miles south from Thyatira, one would arrive at the city of Sardis, perched on an 

elevated plateau 1,500 feet above the valley below. Situated on an elongated plateau with steep sides, Sardis 

was an almost impregnable military fortress. With an acropolis constructed on the spur of the mountain, the 

proverbial phrase "to capture the acropolis of Sardis" became a common reference for doing something 

impossible. 

b) As the capital of the ancient kingdom of Lydia, every king and military leader at the time knew that whoever 

controlled Sardis controlled Lydia. By the middle of the sixth century B.C., with Sardis at its pinnacle of fame 

and prosperity under Croesus and the people feeling overly confident in their undefeatable city, Sardis grew 

complacent. This complacency opened a door for Cyrus and the Persians to conquer Sardis in a way that no 

one could have ever imagined. As the story goes, when Cyrus attacked Sardis, Croesus looked down from 

atop his impregnable fortress and foresaw an easy victory over the Persians who were cornered by the rocks 

in the valley below. Feeling secure and at ease, Croesus went to sleep with full assurance of victory. To his 

utter surprise and dismay, Croesus awoke the next day to discover that the Persians had gained control of 

the acropolis. Because the Sardians felt so secure in their fortress city, they had left the steep walls 

unguarded, and while the city slept, the soldiers scaled the walls one-by-one in the dark of night. Though a 

child could have defended the city from this type of attack, the Persians were able to conquer Sardis because 

no one was watching the side walls. Thus, Sardis' complacency made the city vulnerable and the Persians 

capitalized.  

c) After Sardis was defeated in 549 B.C., the city began a slow and steady decline from its past glory and 

splendor. This decline was accelerated in A.D. 17 when a devastating earthquake did great damage to the 

city. Despite Tiberius' generous help to rebuild it, Sardis would never become great again. By the time the 

book of Revelation was written, with its glory in the past, Sardis had become the epitome of former splendor 

contrasted with present decline. 

d) Jesus undoubtedly used the city's history to parallel the spiritual condition of His people in Sardis. For 

example, just as Sardis had a reputation for being unconquerable but had been overtaken twice, Jesus told 

the Sardis believers, "You have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead" (Rev. 3:1, NIV). Just as Sardis was 

situated on a plateau, the spiritual condition of the church had plateaued and they had grown complacent, 

apathetic, indifferent, and careless. Just as the city was overtaken at night because they failed to watch their 

Persian invaders, Jesus said to them, "If you will not watch, I will come upon you as a thief, and you will not 

know what hour I will come upon you" (Rev. 3:3, NKJV). 

e) Unlike Smyrna who faced persecution from Rome and a hostile Jewish community, and unlike Pergamum 

and Thyatira who faced opposition from the Balaamites, Nicolaitans, and Jezebel, Sardis had no external or 

internal enemies. Their only enemy was self, for their comfort had lulled them to sleep and had bred a 

destructive complacency that could potentially keep them from being the wife of the Lamb for all eternity. 

Apathy had atrophied their spiritual life to the point where most had "soiled their garments," which is bridal 

language to convey how compromise, sin, defilement, and other lovers had stained their devotion and 

consecration to Jesus, the Bridegroom God (Rev. 3:4). 

f) Jesus' message to Sardis reveals four areas where we need to overcome if we want to be the wife of the 

Lamb and Christ-like sons who are adopted into a firstborn status. These four areas are: 

1. Relying on our reputation; 

2. Complacency; 

3. Indifference and apathy; 

4. Carelessness and negligence. 
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II. #1: Relying On Our Reputation 

a) If you have ever been to London, you have probably been in the Tube—the underground train that takes 

you to just about any location in the city. Though it is dirty, leaving you with black boogers and dirt under 

your fingernails, it is an incredible transportation system that makes navigating the city easy. As you board 

the train to go to your desired destination, there is a constant reminder over the sound system in the most 

proper British English, "Mind the gap. Mind the gap." This basically means to be aware of the gap between 

the train and the station platform so that you don't fall through the crack and injure yourself. If you ride the 

Tube frequently, it can be an annoying reminder about the danger of being careless about the gap. 

b) In the church of Sardis, there was a gap that was leading them away from the high calling of God. During the 

great Ephesus revival that had swept through Asia some forty years earlier, the church of Sardis had likely 

acquired a reputation for being a vibrant, spiritually-alive community where the Spirit was moving in power 

and many people were getting saved, baptized, and discipled (Acts 19:10). Fast forward some forty years into 

the present and the former fires of revival had become an ember that was close to being extinguished. The 

church of Sardis failed to move forward in the call of God because, just like the city, they had relied on their 

past reputation.  

c) The church of Sardis likely had an endless calendar of religious activities, the manpower and finances to 

accomplish them, and the external appearance of life, vigor, and vitality. But inwardly, Sardis was a spiritual 

graveyard that seemed to be alive but was dead. Its works were nothing but religious grave clothes that 

covered their true condition. Jesus saw right through this and said, "You have a reputation of being alive, but 

you are dead" (Rev. 3:1, NIV). Jesus had nothing good to say about the church of Sardis. No commendation. 

No praise. No acknowledgement of God-pleasing works. Only rebuke, reproof, and correction. Sardis had no 

external or internal enemies because they practiced a water-downed form of inoffensive Christianity. 

d) The situation at Sardis was best described by Francis Chan when he said, "A movement starts when the 

founder really knows Jesus. You know how a movement dies? When the followers only know the founder."1 

What had started as a powerful revival in Sardis had become a dead religious gathering of those who didn't 

truly know the Lord intimately. Yes, there was a remnant that had not defiled themselves in compromise, but 

the majority relied upon the faith of their spiritual fathers rather than developing their own relationship with 

Jesus. There are numerous examples of Sardis-like churches and organizations who have departed from the 

original vision and fervency for Christ that characterized its founders.  

e) Additionally, the message to Sardis is a correction to those churches and ministries whose reputation 

exceeds their reality. Let me explain how this relates to the church that I help lead, Restoration Life. From our 

church, we started an organization named Lifeschool International that trains and equips pastors in third-

world nations, primarily in East Africa. We have a distant-learning program that trains pastors to hear God's 

voice, to pray and to worship, to understand their inheritance in Christ, to make themselves ready as the 

bride of Christ, to understand and prepare for the end times, and to pray for Israel. Since 2010, over 1,600 

pastors have been trained and over 100,000 people have been impacted through the teaching of these 

trained pastors. Though we praise God for this remarkable work, where we as a church often fall short is the 

gap between our reputation in Africa and our reality in America. Regularly, we hear pastors in our program 

say, "I would love to come to your church." What they are really saying is that the Lifeschool materials have 

so transformed them personally that they would love to see what it looks like for these teachings to be fully 

implemented. What they are really saying is that: 

 We have a reputation for being a powerful church that hears God voice and operates in the Holy Spirit's 

power; 

 We have a reputation for being a worshiping church that goes deep in worship, encounters God's glory, 

worships in Spirit and in truth, and is on the cutting-edge of the end-time worship movement; 

 We have a reputation for being a praying and fasting church that is building a house of prayer, that is 

devoted to fervent prayer, that advances the kingdom through corporate prayer, and that is hastening 

the Lord's return through intercession; 
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 We have a reputation for being a blessed church that contends for God's covenant blessings and holds 

fast to the covenant until we see the breakthrough promised to us in Christ Jesus because of covenant; 

 We have a reputation for being a passionate church who is actively and purposefully making ourselves 

ready as a worthy bride for Jesus the Bridegroom—a church who knows who she is as the bride of Christ, 

a church who knows the love of Jesus deeply and loves Him with passion like the Father, and a church 

who is living as wise virgins in pursuit of oil and watching for His return in the secret place; 

 We have a reputation for being an overcoming church who has overcome the seven things Jesus listed in 

Revelation 2-3 and who is partnering with Jesus to hasten His second coming, preparing the way for His 

return, and being a strong prophetic voice to the nations that Jesus is coming again as a Bridegroom, 

King, and Judge; 

 We have a reputation for being a church devoted to covenant prayer for Israel's destiny, a church who 

understands Israel's prophetic promises and has sacrificed time and energy to stand in the gap until the 

Lord fulfills His end-time plans.  
 

Although I love our church and think that we have a great church, there is a gap between how we are 

perceived in Africa and how we live in America, between who we are called to be and how we actually walk it 

out, and between our words and our ways, our lips and our lifestyle. To be frank, a similar gap exists in my 

own life. 

f) I always like to wonder what would happen if a Lifeschool graduate from Kenya, Uganda, or Tanzania came 

to our church. Would they be able to see what the Lifeschool teachings look like fully implemented in a 

community of believers or would they see a gap between what we teach and how we live? Would they see a 

congregation who knows, owns, lives, proclaims, and multiplies the Lifeschool message or would they see a 

gap between our reputation in Africa and our reality in America?  

g) These same questions could be applied to our Lifeschool leaders from Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Malawi, 

South Africa, Congo, Burundi, and Rwanda. Is there gap between what is contained in the Lifeschool 

materials they are distributing to pastors under their care and what has been implemented in their 

churches? Does the type of worship that Lifeschool promotes look like the worship in their church? Is their 

church making themselves ready as the bride of Christ, as the Lifeschool materials encourage? Or is there a 

gap between what Lifeschool teaches and how their church lives on a day-to-day basis? 

h) If we want to be overcomers, if we want to be the wife of the Lamb and the Christ-like sons of God who share 

in the full Messianic inheritance, then we have to close the gap between what we teach and how we live, 

between our reputation and our reality, between our lips and our lifestyle. 

III. #2: Complacency 

a) Harry Truman once remarked, "Most people are defeated by their secondary successes."2 What a true 

statement! Many people fall short of their ultimate goal because they attain a level of success and then they 

just cruise to mediocrity.  

b) Alabama head football coach Nick Saban is the perfect example of one who relentlessly fights against 

complacency. Having won his first national championship at Alabama in 2009, it would have been very easy 

to feel satisfied with one title. But no! Saban hardly even smiled after beating the Texas Longhorns 37 to 21 

in the 2009 national championship game. Instead, he began working tirelessly to win more national titles 

and become the best coach in college football history. Because of his relentless pursuit of excellence, Saban's 

teams have won national championships in four of the past seven seasons (2009, 2011, 2012, 2015). This is 

truly a remarkable accomplishment! 

c) Whereas Nick Saban fights relentless against self-satisfaction, the church of Sardis was a different story. Just 

as the city of Sardis grew complacent because of their supposed unconquerable city, the church of Sardis 

grew complacent because of its past participation in a historic move of the Spirit. Like the city that was 
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situated on a plateau, the believers' spiritual condition in Sardis had plateaued and most had no real desire 

to move forward toward the high calling of God. 

d) Looking at various dictionaries, complacency can be defined as a feeling of smug or uncritical satisfaction 

with oneself or one's achievements. In other words, complacency is rooted in pride.  

e) So many believers become complacent because they take pride in how God has used them in the past. 

Maybe they have led hundreds or even thousands to Christ, planted churches that have grown rapidly and 

multiplied, written books, produced anointed albums, received great insight into the mysteries of God, have 

prophesied accurately, or have been used to start a city-wide revival. With such great accomplishments, it 

would be very easy to become complacent and not press toward the high calling of God. Nevertheless, 

Jesus' message to the church of Sardis—and to us—is that we must overcome complacency and taking pride 

in our accomplishments so that we can keep pressing on toward the high calling of God. Complacency will 

always cast us into a deep sleep that will ultimately result in dead works, dead religion, and dead traditions. 

f) Complacency can also set in after we receive a life-changing revelation. Unbeknown to us, a subtle form of 

spiritual pride creeps in because we have unique insight into a doctrine, Scripture, or Spirit-inspired vision of 

the future. Imperceptibly, pride in this newly acquired knowledge begins to form a religious stronghold that 

can actually hinder God from taking us deeper. This results in a state of complacency where we plateau, 

settle, and can even resist the Holy Spirit's gentle nudges as He leads us to greater Christ-like maturity.  

g) This type of complacency has happened several times in my own life and I see it regularly as I observe and 

interact with believers around the world. One area where I have seen this is when people learn to hear God's 

voice. As wonderful as this is, hearing God's voice is not a substitute for regularly studying the Word of God. 

Another example is in the area of spiritual rest. After receiving a true revelation that we are to take Jesus' 

yoke and find rest for our souls and that we are to cease striving and know that He is God, pride in this 

knowledge can slowly creep in, leading us to judge those who are striving by the Holy Spirit's grace to obey 

Jesus' words in the Sermon on the Mount to fast, pray, give, resist sin, and go deeper in God. The true and 

needed revelation of entering into God's rest was taken too far and actually put the person into a deep sleep! 

Some have even entered God's rest to such a degree that they are in spiritual coma. That is why Jesus says to 

the church of Sardis, "Wake up!" (Rev. 3:2). 

h) Pet doctrines such as the end times, revival, grace, prosperity, the gifts of the Holy Spirit, healing, 

deliverance, faith, and church growth can actually hinder us from Jesus Himself! We can never allow our pet 

doctrines to crystallize into a complacency that hinders us from spiritual maturity, intimacy with the Lord, 

and from pursuing the high calling of God. 

i) Never forget that Babylon, with all of its idolatry and immorality, began when the people "found a plain in 

the land of Shinar and settled there" (Gen. 11:2). Spiritual settlers eventually become like the majority of the 

people in Sardis who defiled their wedding garments with various areas of compromise.  

j) Those in retirement might have the greatest temptation to settle. Think about it. How easy would it be for 

those who have worked hard for the past thirty years to kick back and eat the spoils of their hard-earned 

labor? Though the temptation to travel extensively, hit the golf course, and overindulge themselves with the 

grandkids would be strong, those in retirement must fight against complacency. No matter where we are in 

life, we can never settle until Christ has been completely formed within our heart and soul and we have 

fulfilled God's unique call for our life. 

k) Religious activities can also lead to complacency. We can become so satisfied with the activity of prayer that 

we lose sight of the ultimate answer to all of our prayers—an intimate relationship with Jesus. We can 

become so content studying the Word that we fail to connect with the Word Himself. Don't let religious 

activities produce a self-satisfaction in you that keeps you from the Lord. 
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IV. #3: Indifference and Apathy 

a) Whereas complacency is self-satisfaction in our past accomplishments, indifference is a lack of interest or 

concern about something or someone. Indifference means that it doesn't make a difference to us because 

we don't consider it important. 

b) For example, if we are indifferent about the government, then we won't vote. If we are indifferent about who 

wins the Super Bowl, then we are neither happy nor sad because of who wins. Basically, if you don't care 

about something, you are indifferent about it. 

c) The church of Sardis was indifferent to their calling as the bride of Christ. We know that because Jesus said, 

"But you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their garments; and they will walk with Me in 

white, for they are worthy" (Rev. 3:4). We could easily reverse this statement and say, "But most of the people 

in Sardis have soiled their garments. Though they are saved, they are not worthy to be My wife." What was 

the difference between those who were worthy to be the Lord's wife and those who weren't? Indifference. 

The ones who had kept their garments unstained by the world cared deeply about being a worthy bride for 

Jesus whereas those defiled by compromise and sin didn't really care about this high calling of God. 

d) Holocaust survivor Elie Wiesel made several profound statements about indifference, including this: "The 

opposite of love is not hatred, but indifference."3 If you think about it, this makes perfect sense, for when you 

hate someone, you still care. Indifference, on the other hand, is a stone-cold carelessness that renders 

everything under its influence meaningless. 

e) Jesus warned that the love of most people "will grow cold" in the end times (Matt. 24:12). The Greek word for 

"cold" is psychō and it means to "cool by blowing" and is metaphorical for "waning love."4 When something 

wanes, it decreases gradually and imperceptible, like when you blow on hot food so you can eat it. This 

means that unless we are taking radical steps to make Jesus our first love, it is very likely that our heart is 

unknowingly being influenced by indifference. Maybe we haven't yet reached the place where our love has 

grown completely stone-cold, but that is where we are headed unless we make loving Jesus the number one 

priority of our life and schedule time to meet with Him on a regular basis.  

f) Here are some signs that our heart is becoming indifferent toward Jesus: 

 It doesn't bother us when we don't have the time to spend in the Word, in worship, and in prayer; 

 It doesn't matter to us if we only understand and own about 10% of what the pastor teaches on Sunday; 

 It doesn't affect us if we don't feel and experience God's presence in worship; 

 It doesn't burden us to walk out Monday through Saturday what was taught on Sunday; 

 It doesn't make a difference to us whether or not we serve the vision of a local church so that Jesus' 

mission can be advanced; 

 It doesn't matter to us if the high calling of God is the primary vision of our life. 

g) As the old saying goes, "Familiarity breeds contempt." Sometimes when we have extensive knowledge or 

close association with someone or something, we can grow indifferent. When a truth has been frequently 

repeated and there is little evidence that we care about it, it might be a sign that indifference has settled in 

our heart. When we lack response and commitment to what God has been saying to us, it is a sure sign that 

indifference has lodged within us. That is why Jesus told the believers at Sardis, "Remember what you have 

received and heard; and keep it" (Rev. 3:3). Indifference to God's calling makes us forgetful hears rather than 

effectual doers. 

h) Noel Mann from Brisbane, Australia regularly says, "Divine seriousness is the grand master key to making 

progress in God." Divine seriousness doesn't mean that we can't have fun, laugh, smile, and that our face is 

always tense. Rather, divine seriousness means that we tremble at the Word of God and we do whatever it 

takes to obey it! Being an overcomer requires a heavy dose of divine seriousness. 
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i) Flowing out of indifference is apathy. When we are uninterested or unconcerned about something, our 

apathy is demonstrated by a lack of enthusiasm, emotion, passion, feeling, or excitement. Jesus told the 

apathetic believers in Sardis, "You are dead" (Rev. 3:1). Their corporate gatherings were lifeless, their worship 

services were boring and passionless, their response to the Word was like a corpse at a funeral, and their 

obedience was nonexistent. Because the believers in Sardis had grown stone-cold with indifference, apathy 

was the best way to describe their church services and spiritual life.  

j) When apathy has seized our heart, our prayers are nothing more than a liturgy of memorized and empty 

religious phrases, our worship is unenthusiastic and stoic, our punctuality to church decreases, and our 

hearing grows dull to Sunday's sermons. 

V. #4: Carelessness and Negligence 

a) When we lack divine seriousness, we will be careless about obeying the Word, prayer, worship, fulfilling 

Jesus' unique mission for our lives, and walking in holiness. 

b) Because of the high calling of God to be the wife of the Lamb and firstborn sons of God, the writer of 

Hebrews stated, "For this reason we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard, so that we do 

not drift away from it....How will we escape if we neglect so great a salvation?" (Heb. 2:1). 

c) Oh how many of us need to "pay much closer attention" to all that we have heard! The believers at Sardis 

had heard the gospel and were probably influenced by the apostle Paul when he was stationed at Ephesus 

for three years. They likely knew about the finished work of the cross, being new creations in Christ, the 

indwelling Holy Spirit, the gifts of the Spirit, their calling as the bride of Christ and mature sons of God, and 

even the eternal honor of ruling and reigning with Christ. Yet Jesus had to rebuke them because they had 

forgotten so much of what they had been taught. He told them to "remember what you have received and 

heard; and keep it" (Rev. 3:3). They had become "a forgetful hearer" rather than "an effectual doer" (James 

1:25). 

d) The believers in Sardis grew careless and negligent with all that the Spirit had spoken to them over their 

history. If in fact the church of Sardis had been in existence for some forty years, the Holy Spirit would have 

revealed a tremendous amount of truth to them. When you factor in the likelihood that Paul, John, or other 

ministers whom they had mentored visited Sardis, the church had probably heard a tremendous amount of 

biblical truth throughout their spiritual journey. When Jesus addressed Sardis, they had grown dull of 

hearing. They had failed to give sufficient attention to all that the Spirit had spoken and revealed to them. 

Their carelessness was marked by a lack of forethought, attention, seriousness, thoroughness, study, and 

obedience.  

e) As the writer of Hebrews revealed, not paying attention to what has been taught is a dangerous habit that 

can lead to spiritual drifting, negligence, hardness of heart, unbelief, and even apostasy (Heb. 3:12). Most of 

the people in Sardis had grown deaf to the Word of God, they had drifted far from their calling, they had 

neglected all that the Spirit had graciously revealed, and their hearts were growing increasingly cold and 

indifferent to the Lord. That is why it seems as if Jesus was screaming to get their attention. They were 

forfeiting their high calling to be His wife for all eternity.  

VI. Wake Up and Watch 

a) Because of the complacency, apathy, indifference, carelessness, and negligence of the believers in Sardis, 

Jesus said to them, "Wake up" (Rev. 3:2). He went further and said, "If you do not wake up, I will come like a 

thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come to you" (Rev. 3:3). 

b) The parallel between His words to the church of Sardis and the history of the city of Sardis are strikingly clear. 

Just as the people of Sardis grew complacent and careless because they took pride in their impregnable city 

fortress, leading to the conquering of their city because they failed to watch for the enemy, Jesus warned the 

believers in Sardis that if they don't wake up, His coming would be similar to the Persian invasion led by 
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Cyrus. That is, instead of overcoming, they will be overcome, and like Esau, they will forfeit the inheritance of 

the firstborn son. Like a thief who breaks into a house at night while the owners sleep, Jesus' coming will be 

at a time they don't expect and will result in significant eternal loss for those who have not overcome.  

c) The Greek word for "wake up" is grēgoreō and it means "to watch; metaphorically, [to] give strict attention to, 

be cautious, active."5 Vine's Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words states that grēgoreō conveys a 

meaning "of vigilance and expectancy as contrasted with laxity and indifference" and that "those who are lax 

and fail to be watchful will suffer loss."6 

d) Grēgoreō is used thirty times in the New Testament and over twenty-five percent of the uses are in an end-

time context. For example, Jesus used grēgoreō in a general way to exhort believers in the end times to wake 

up, be on the alert, and to be ready for His return (Matt. 24:42-43; Mark 13:34-35, 37; Luke 12:37). Jesus also 

used grēgoreō in the parable of the ten virgins to call His bride to be ready for the marriage supper of the 

Lamb (Matt. 25:13). In the final use of grēgoreō toward the end of the book of Revelation, Jesus projected the 

same exhortation He gave to Sardis into an end-time context, warning believers at the end of the age to 

watch and to be ready for His return so that His coming would not be like a thief in the night that results in 

losing eternal rewards. He even connected the bridal wedding garments with staying awake. Whereas in 

Sardis the wedding garments had been defiled, in His warning in Revelation 16:15, falling asleep would 

result in no wedding garments, a spiritual nakedness and shame for living so selfishly and carelessly (Rev. 

16:15). 

e) Jesus also used grēgoreō to exhort His disciples to watch, to pray, and to overcome their weak flesh during 

His temptation in the Garden of Gethsemane (Matt. 26:38, 40-41; Mark 14: 34, 37-38). Paul used this word to 

exhort the Ephesian believers to be vigilant against false teachers who would arise and lead people astray 

(Acts 20:31). This word was also used to call people to wake up, to remain alert in prayer, and to be aware of 

spiritual warfare (1 Cor. 16:13; Col. 4:2; 1 Thess. 5:6, 10; 1 Pet. 5:8). 

f) The problem with being asleep is that you don't realize you're asleep until you wake up. If the wise virgins 

who had oil were asleep (Matt. 25:5), there is good reason to believe that many of us are asleep and don't 

even know it! The only way to wake up is to hear the alarm sounding, drag yourself out of bed, and shake off 

the slumber. Like Paul said, "Awake, sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you" (Eph. 

5:14). 

g) In summary, Jesus' warning to Sardis—and to us—is to wake up, to shake off our complacency, apathy, 

indifference, carelessness, and negligence, to embrace divine seriousness, and to then discipline ourselves to 

watch, to remain alert, and to be ready for the Bridegroom's return. 

VII. White Garments 

a) To the one who wakes up and shakes off complacency, apathy, indifference, carelessness, negligence, and 

spiritual slumber, Jesus promised them that they would "be clothed in white garments" and would join the 

remnant in Sardis who had already overcome and had "not soiled their garments" (Rev. 3:4-5). These 

overcomers, in the words of Jesus, would "walk with Me in white, for they are worthy" (Rev. 3:4). Walking with 

Jesus in white is another way of saying that the overcomers will be the Lord's wife for all eternity and will 

participate in the marriage supper of the Lamb. 

b) Let's discuss the white garments that Jesus promises to the overcomers. Revelation 19:7-8 states, "Let us 

rejoice and be glad and give the glory to Him, for the marriage of the Lamb has come and His bride has 

made herself ready. It was given to her to clothe herself in fine linen, bright and clean; for the fine linen is the 

righteous acts of the saints." 

c) Notice that "the fine linen" clothing Jesus' wife is "the righteous acts of the saints." The Greek word for 

righteous acts is dikaiōma and means "an act of righteousness, a concrete expression of righteousness."7 

Dikaiōma comes from the Greek word that Paul used to describe our justification by faith in Romans 3-5. 

With this in mind, the "righteous acts of the saints" are what we do with and from our justification.  
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d) This means that we work out what the Holy Spirit has already worked into us. Like Paul said, we are to "work 

out [our] salvation with fear and trembling" (Phil. 2:12). In other words, we work from righteousness not for 

righteousness. We work from love not for love. We work from acceptance not for acceptance. 

e) As a teacher, I am concerned that a message about demonstrating our righteousness by works, even though 

Scriptural and vital, can send believers in the wrong direction if they are not deeply grounded in the 

foundational truths of the gospel. They will go out immediately and try to achieve what they have already 

received in Christ. They will work for approval instead from approval. They will work for righteousness rather 

than from righteousness. They will work for love rather than from love.  

f) Unfortunately, many believers are not ready for Jesus' words in Revelation 2-3 because they barely know all 

that Christ has done for them on the cross and what the Spirit done in them when they were born again. I 

believe that every believer should spend at least one year studying, meditating, and owning the 

foundational truths of the gospel, including imputed righteousness, imparted righteousness, justification by 

faith alone apart from works, who we are as new creations in Christ, the truths about our born-again spirit, 

and the life-changing reality that God the Holy Spirit dwells within us. These are truths that we should study, 

meditate upon, plant into our heart, and pray over until these truths change us and drive everything that we 

do. 

g) Back to Revelation 19:8, notice that the "righteous acts" are in the plural. This signifies a lifestyle of love-

motivated obedience to the full council of God's Word—including the moral Law, the words of Jesus, and 

the writings of the apostles. These righteous acts are our numerous responses of obedience motivated by 

our love for Jesus and empowered by the Holy Spirit's grace. 

h) Looking at the ancient Jewish wedding system during the days of Jesus, a Jewish bride was responsible for 

making her own wedding dress. She would spend hours creating her wedding garments and adorning them 

with beautiful details, stitching them together thread by thread. As she waited for her bridegroom, she 

would inspect her dress carefully for stains or wrinkles. Imagine for a moment how a Jewish bridegroom 

would feel if he showed up to take his bride to the wedding and she did not have on wedding clothes. What 

if she was dressed in normal attire or her wedding garments were only partially complete? He would 

undoubtedly interpret these actions to mean that his bride did not truly love him and didn’t take their 

wedding seriously. Just as brides in ancient Jewish weddings had to make their own wedding dress, our 

response to our justification will be our wedding clothes for all eternity. The righteous acts that we do from 

the gift of imputed and imparted righteousness will be our wedding garments forever. 

i) By the way, I have never met a bride who got ready for her wedding begrudgingly, motivated by fear, 

condemnation, obligation, guilt, and shame. Most brides get ready for their wedding day with incomparable 

joy, bliss, and an excitement that rivals little kids at Christmas. That being the case, why do we as the bride of 

Christ often make ourselves ready with dead religious works that are motivated by condemnation, guilt, and 

shame? 

j) Having white garments is vital because that is how we are admitted into the marriage supper of the Lamb. 

We see this clearly in the parable of the wedding feast (Matt. 22:1-14). This parable describes a father of royal 

lineage giving a wedding feast for his son. The father, who loves his son dearly, was determined to have 

worthy participants at his son’s wedding celebration. Only those who said “yes” to the invitation and 

followed that up with putting on wedding clothes were allowed to participate in the marriage supper of the 

Lamb. Jesus revealed what happens to those who are justified but not fully sanctified when they try to 

participate in the marriage ceremony. The King will say to the improperly clothed dinner guests, "How did 

you come in here without wedding clothes?" (Matt. 22:12). To those whose wedding garments were soiled 

from compromise or who failed to complete their wedding dress due to complacency, apathy, and 

indifference, they will be escorted out of the marriage ceremony because they failed to make themselves 

ready. 

k) Jesus clearly warned us not to have soiled wedding garments that have been defiled by compromise, sin, 

indifference, apathy, and selfish living (Rev. 3:4). He also warned against being naked for failing to do 
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righteous acts (Rev. 3:18; 16:15). Jesus said that those without wedding clothes will have "the shame of [their] 

nakedness" displayed to all the inhabitants of heaven. That is, everyone in heaven will know who lived a 

careless and selfish life on earth.  

VIII. A Worthy Bride 

a) Notice that Jesus said the overcomers in Sardis were "worthy" to "walk with [Him] in white" (Rev. 3:4). That 

means all who overcome the seven areas that Jesus highlighted in Revelation 2-3 are worthy to be His wife 

while all those who don't overcome are not worthy to be His wife, even though they are still saved, loved by 

God, and will spend eternity in heaven.  

b) Let me stop here for a moment and explain something. I know that the word “worthy” can conjure up 

feelings of inadequacy, guilt, or condemnation. Trust me, being in ministry for over 15 years, I know that 

many people struggle with these feelings. To those who feel that way, let me say that the blood of Jesus 

Christ cleanses you from all sin, shame, and guilt. You are greatly loved, sought after, desired, and enjoyed by 

Jesus at all stages of your spiritual journey. Even in our immaturity, weakness, and sin, we are accepted by 

the Lord, for we receive a new righteous status and a new righteous spirit when we put our faith in Jesus and 

what He accomplished for us on the cross. In addition, the Holy Spirit has come to dwell within our spirit and 

He gave us a new heart that has been cleansed from our past defilement, pride, and rebellion. All things 

became new the moment we were born again and we now have confidence to enter into the presence of 

the Lord at any moment. 

c) Nevertheless, God wants our love for Him to mature, for Christ to be fully formed in our heart and soul, and 

for every trace of selfishness to be crucified. The Father will only give His Son a bride who has allowed the 

salvation in her spirit to be fully worked out into her mind, will, emotions, desires, and motives. The wife of 

the Lamb must herself become a lamb—one who is characterized by Jesus' humility, meekness, love, 

servant's heart, and self-sacrifice.  

d) Because there is so much confusion about what it means to be worthy of the Lord and how that fits with the 

gospel of grace, let's spend some time looking at this critical subject. The Greek word that Jesus used for 

"worthy" is axios and it means "having the weight of another thing of like value" or "worth as much" as 

something or someone else.8 It also can mean "befitting, congruous, corresponding to a thing" or "of one 

who has merited anything worthy."9 

e) Think about it this way. We have probably all seen the 5' 11" supermodel dating the 4' 11'' overweight bald 

guy and thought to ourselves, "They don't really match. He must be rich." To us, it seemed like the couple 

was incompatible and inappropriate for one another, even though the man was probably a super nice guy. 

In a similar way, the Father will not give Jesus a wife who is incompatible with Him—one who is pursuing 

other lovers, entangled in the web of Jezebel's deceit, characterized by pride, independence, rebellion, and 

selfishness, and is indifferent, apathetic, and lukewarm toward Him. Even though there are numerous 

believers who fit one or more of the descriptions in this profile and will go to heaven when they die, they are 

not worthy to be the wife of the Lamb. They are simply unsuitable for the worthy One who overcome by 

laying down His life in humble obedience to the Father.  

f) Let's look at some examples of how axios and its derivatives are used to get a better understanding of what 

Jesus was saying to the church of Sardis. Jesus said, "He who loves father or mother more than Me is not 

worthy of Me; and he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he who does not 

take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me" (Matt. 10:37-38). Jesus clearly laid out three criteria to 

be worthy of Him. These are: 1) We have to love Him more than we love our parents; 2) we have to love Him 

more than we love our children; and 3) we have to love Him more than we love ourselves. To be worthy of 

Jesus, to be His worthy bride, our love for Him must be greater than anyone or anything else. Please 

understand that this is not a qualification for getting saved, for Paul taught that we are justified apart from 

any works, including loving Jesus as our first love. Therefore, being worthy of the Lord is not a qualification 

for salvation, but for overcoming and becoming the bride who has made herself ready.  
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g) Jesus also used axios to describe those who will be married to Him, saying "the wedding is ready, but those 

who were invited were not worthy" (Matt. 22:8). This obviously means, like we just discussed, that the Lord's 

bride will love Him as her first love above everyone and everything else. She will be an equally-yoked bride 

who has fully overcome. 

h) Paul told the Ephesians, "I implore you to walk in a manner worthy of the calling with which you have been 

called" (Eph. 4:1). The calling upon every born-again believer is to be the inheritance of the Father as Christ-

like sons and to be the inheritance of the Son as a worthy bride. So Paul is imploring us to walk in a manner 

that is worthy of this high calling of God. Paul made similar statements to the Colossians and Thessalonians 

(Col. 1:10; 1 Thess. 2:12). 

i) In summary, those who overcome the seven things that Jesus listed in Revelation 2-3 will be worthy of the 

Lord and will receive the incomprehensible honor of being married to Jesus for all eternity and sharing in His 

Messianic inheritance as a firstborn son. 

IX. Approved for the High Calling of God 

a) Though we have mentioned it several times in this class, "the high calling of God in Christ Jesus" is to 

become the inheritance of the Father as Christ-like sons and the inheritance of the Son as a worthy bride 

(Phil. 3:14, KJV). As we have seen quite often in this class, it is scripturally accurate to refer to this high calling 

of God as the worthy bride, the eternal wife of the Lamb, the bride who has made herself ready, firstborn 

sons of God, the overcoming sons of God, and the overcomers. 

b) The high calling of God in Christ Jesus is not something that is automatically given to every believer the 

moment they're born again. Rather, we will either be approved or disapproved for the high calling of God at 

the judgment seat of Christ. Please keep in mind that this approval or disapproval does not determine our 

eternal destination but our eternal destiny. 

c) When Paul was discussing this with the Philippians, he said, "Brethren, I do not regard myself as having laid 

hold of it yet [the high calling of God]; but one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward 

to what lies ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus" (Phil. 

3:13-14, emphasis mine). Four years before his death—after 28 years of faithful service, including planting 

numerous churches, leading multitudes to salvation, journeying to distant nations, encountering the risen 

and glorified Christ, being taken to heaven, suffering many hardships, and writing much of the New 

Testament—Paul had not grown complacent about the high calling of God. Instead, he was still pressing 

toward it to ensure that he would be approved for this regal and royal calling. 

d) Let's spend some time now looking at this concept of approval and disapproval by looking first at 1 

Corinthians 9:24-27. If you look at the language that Paul used in this passage, he was undoubtedly talking 

about pursuing the high calling of God, just as he did in Philippians 3:7-16. This becomes clear when you 

consider his statement that we will receive an imperishable crown, which is the same crown of life that Jesus 

promised to the overcomers in Smyrna (1 Cor. 9:25; Rev. 2:10).  

e) With the context clearly established that Paul was talking about the high calling of God, consider what he 

said about self-discipline: "I discipline my body and make it my slave, so that, after I have preached to others, 

I myself will not be disqualified" (1 Cor. 9:27). Unfortunately, because the KJV translated "disqualified" as 

"castaway" and because so few have properly understood the high calling of God, many have wrongly 

taught that Paul had to discipline his body so that his eternal salvation would not be in jeopardy. I want to 

say loud and clear that this is not what Paul was talking about. He was not striving to keep his salvation 

secure; rather, he wanted to discipline his body so that he would be approved for the high calling of God at 

the judgment seat of Christ. 

f) The Greek word for "disqualified" is adokimos and means "not standing the test, not approved; unfit for."10 In 

other words, Paul was saying that like an undisciplined runner who loses a race, I will not qualify for the high 

calling of God if I am undisciplined, for I will be deemed unfit to rule and reign with Him at the judgment seat 
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of Christ. Based upon Paul's statement here, it is thoroughly scripturally and in complete agreement with 

God's grace to say, "I want to be qualified for the high calling of God." Or "I want to be approved as a worthy 

bride for Jesus." Or "I don't want to be disqualified from the inheritance of the firstborn son." 

g) Considering that adokimos is a compound word comprised of "a" plus "dokimos" and that the "a" is a 

negative particle that results in an opposite meaning of dokimos, let's look at examples of dokimos and its 

derivatives for a better understanding of what it means to be approved and disapproved for the high calling 

of God. 

h) Dokimos means "accepted, pleasing, acceptable" and was used "particularly of coins and money."11 To 

understand the link between dokimos and money, let's take a moment to look at how ancient money was 

made. The process began by heating metal into liquid, pouring it into a mold, waiting for it to cool, and then 

shaving off the uneven edges. As you might imagine, it was fairly easy for fraudulent money makers to 

whittle more than was necessary in order to keep as much of the precious metal as possible. Because this 

was such a problem, numerous laws were passed to prevent dishonest money makers from taking 

advantage of the system. Though many ancient money makers were shady, there were the rare exceptions. 

These men of integrity would only put genuine, full-weight money into circulation. Such men were called 

dokimos.12 

i) With this in mind, Scripture reveals that at the judgment seat of Christ, God "will test the quality of" our work 

by fire (1 Cor. 3:13). The Greek word for "test" is dokimazō, a derivative of dokimos, and it means "to test, 

examine, prove, to recognize as genuine after examination, to approve, deem worthy."13 Notice the word to 

"deem worthy." The fire of Christ will evaluate our works at the judgment seat to determine if we are worthy 

of being the wife of the Lamb, and then based upon this examination, we will either be approved for the 

high calling of God or disapproved. 

j) James revealed a similar dynamic, but this time, rather than our works being approved, it is the man or the 

woman who will be approved for the high calling of God. James said, "Blessed is a man who perseveres 

under trial; for once he has been approved [dokimos], he will receive the crown of life which the Lord has 

promised to those who love Him" (James 1:12). This evaluation will take place at the judgment seat of Christ, 

and for those who are approved, they will receive the overcomers' "crown of life" reserved for "those who 

love Him." 

k) I hope you see the connection between being approved and being worthy of Jesus. The judgment seat of 

Christ will determine whether or not our works are approved (1 Cor. 3:13) and whether or not who we have 

become is approved for the high calling of God (James 1:12).  

l) In the context of teaching about the marriage supper of the Lamb, Jesus said that "many are called, but few 

are chosen" (Matt. 22:14). Traditionally, Bible teachers have said that the called are all who have been invited 

to be saved and that the chosen are those who have responded to that call and were born again. But when 

you understand the distinction between true believers who overcome and true believers who don't 

overcome, it is far more likely that Jesus was making a distinction among His people. That is, the called are 

every born-again believer who was betrothed to Christ at salvation while the chosen are those who have 

been approved, qualified, and considered worthy to be married to the Lamb for all eternity (2 Cor. 11:2).  

m) The final example of dokimos that we will look at is in Hebrews 12:17, where Esau was "rejected" from 

receiving the inheritance of the firstborn son because he chose to gratify his flesh. The word "rejected" is the 

Greek word apodokimazō, and as you can see, is a derivative of dokimos. This word means "to disapprove, 

reject, repudiate."14 When Esau stood before his father hoping to be approved for the inheritance of the 

firstborn son, Isaac could not approve his request. Though Esau was still Isaac's beloved child, his actions 

disqualified him from receiving the inheritance of the firstborn son. In a similar way, when many of God's 

beloved children stand before the Lord on that day, they will still be cherished and loved as children of their 

Father, but like Esau, they will be disqualified from sharing in the Messianic inheritance of Christ as a firstborn 

son because they lived for themselves. 
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n) In summary, Scripture reveals that the judgment seat of Christ will decide whether we are approved or 

disapproved, qualified or disqualified, and worthy or unworthy of the high calling of God. Put another way, 

every born-again believer is called to be the wife of the Lamb and a firstborn son of God, but only the 

overcomers will be chosen for this incomprehensible privilege. That means the way we live our life right now 

matters immensely! 
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