Book of Revelation

9 – The Seven Churches – Sardis

[To the Church in Sardis]

[3:1] “And to the angel of the church in Sardis write: ‘The words of him who has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.


“‘I know your works. 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. [3] Remember, then, what you received and heard. Keep it, 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. [4] 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. [5] The one who conquers will be clothed thus in white garments, and I will never blot his name out of the book of life. I will confess his name before my Father and before his angels. [6] He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’ (Revelation 3:1-6 ESV)

 1. First Impressions

(a) Short letter

(b) No commendation for the church

(c) Opens with a cosmic, heavenly imagery (spirits, stars)

(d) Presenting a viable public front, but Jesus, who knows hearts and minds, sees something altogether → that they are close to death

(e) Yet another message of judgment to those who choose to remain faithless

(f) Judgment will come as a “surprise”

(g) Another divided church with a remnant remaining faithful

(h) “Name” is found twice in this letter, perhaps indicating its importance in interpretation

(i) “Garment” is another key word in the latter part of this letter

 2. Background

(a) About 30 miles SE of Thyatira

(b) Its acropolis, rising grandly above the valley with almost perpendicular sides, provided a natural and virtually impregnable citadel.

(c) Ramsay pointed out that the two churches condemned most harshly belong to the only two cities of the seven that are completely uninhabited in modern times, Sardis and Laodicea. Sardis had a large, powerful and wealthy Jewish community that had long been a respected part of civic life. Sardis hosted many pagan cults; Artemis, Cybele, Demeter and Kore (Persephone) were all worshiped there. The Greek goddess Demeter, absorbing the character of the old Asiatic goddess Cybele, had also been locally identified with the deified mother of an emperor. But mixing of deities was common in antiquity, and paganism permeated all the non-Jewish cities of the Roman Empire. Despite the city’s paganism, the Christian community there seems to have experienced no persecution—and hence no spiritual life. (IVP BBC NT)

(d) Sardis’s capture twice in its history while watchmen neglected their duty became a cautionary tale of misguided complacency and lack of vigilance... Twice in its history Sardis had been sacked (in 547/546 b.c. by Cyrus II, and in 214 b.c. by Antiochus III) when the watchmen on the walls failed to detect an enemy army sneaking up its supposedly impregnable cliffs and walls. (ESV SB)

(e) According to Herodotus (History 1. 84), during the siege of Sardis by Cyrus in 549 bc, a Persian soldier watched while one of the Lydian guards climbed down from the acropolis to retrieve a dropped helmet. During the night the soldier led a group of soldiers up the cliff by the same path and found the acropolis unguarded and everyone asleep. Polybius (Histories 7. 15- 18) records a similar incident during the siege of Sardis by Antiochus the Great in 214 bc. Not once, but twice the city of Sardis had fallen to its enemies because it had been so confident of its impregnability that it had failed to remain “awake.” (RNT-Revelation)

(f) Most of the impressive Roman-era remains now visible at Sardis were constructed after the tragic earthquake of a.d. 17. The emperor Tiberius helped sponsor reconstruction efforts, earning greater local renown for himself. In John’s day the civic structures included a theater, a stadium, a central marble road, and multiple temples (esp. the monumental temple of Artemis). Many Jewish inscriptions also exist in Sardis, confirming the multiple references in Josephus to Sardis’s Jewish population. (ESV SB)

 3. Parallels between Pergamum and Sardis

	
	Pergamum
	Sardis

	Severe Problem
	Dwells where Satan's throne is located
	Appearance of life, but in reality, dead

	“Name”
	“My name”
	Your name

	Persecution
	Present → holding fast
	Absent → complacent and asleep

	Minority Group
	Accommodationists
	“Not soiled their garments”

	Judgment 
	Coming
	Coming

	Promise
	“white stone”
“new name”
	“white garment”
“confess his name”


 4. Letter Elements

(a) Self-identification

 i. “Seven spirits of God” 

 A. 1:4; c.f. Zechariah 4 (Vision of a Golden Lampstand) → God's Spirit; symbolic of his omniscience

· Then he said to me, “This is the word of the LORD to Zerubbabel: Not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the LORD of hosts. (Zechariah 4:6 ESV)

· “These seven are the eyes of the LORD, which range through the whole earth.” (Zechariah 4:10b ESV)

 ii. “Seven stars”

 A. 1:20 → angels of the seven churches

· Not precisely certain what this means

 iii. Point of this self-identification is that Jesus knows the truth about each church

 A. Emphasis on “seven” → implies completeness

(b) Church situation

 i. “You have the reputation of being alive, but you are dead”

 A. Meaning of “alive” and “dead”

· Not in the physical, biological sense

· Alive → Living the life of the Spirit → eternal life, now

· Conducting one's life according to a particular pattern of behavior

· Alive → living according to God's pattern

· Dead → living according to the world's pattern

 B. Contrast with Jesus who is described as formerly dead but now alive

· Jesus gave up his spirit/breath, but received it back at his resurrection

· He is living with the Spirit; he is living according to God's pattern

 C. “Reputation” → lit., “name” → represents character, authority, function

· “You have a [name] of being alive, but you are dead”

· Perhaps they were busy going through the outward motions of good Christians, but doing it out of their own effort, without the Spirit;

· Or, they have the name “Christian” and that is supposed to represent the life-giving function of Christ, but in reality, they are failing to do any work of the sort

 D. A picture of what happens when accommodation taken to its logical end (c.f., Pergamum)

 ii. “I have not found your works complete in the sight of my God”

 A. Meaning of “works”

· 2:2 → toil, patient endurance, discernment

· 2:13 → faithfulness

· 2:19 → love, faith, service, patient endurance

 B. Works not complete 

· Some or all of the above?

 C. Jesus' omniscience

· “I am he who searches mind and heart” 2:23 → Thyatira

 iii. What is telling is what this church is not experiencing

 A. No tribulation, persecution, or trials – all other churches so far indicate some sort of external pressure against the church

· Most have soiled their garments (3:4) → referring to accommodation of pagan demands

(c) Exhortation

 i. “Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die”

 A. Apparently “dead” (nekros 3:1) isn't absolute

· Used figuratively to mean “destitute of a life that recognizes and is devoted to God” and “inactive as respects doing right” (Enh. Strong's Dict.)

· By implication, Jesus has power to “raise the dead” back to life (Ezek. 37)

· But it requires a choice and willingness on the part of the “dead”

· God's power vs. human responsibility

 B. Does this relate in any way to the ideas of first and second deaths found in Revelation?

· The church at Sardis was initially said to be dead, but now it appears that it isn't dead-dead

 C. “What remains” → idea of a remnant, though “remnant” does not occur in Revelation

 D. Exhortation to keep awake: Matt 26:38, 40-41; Acts 20:31; 1 Cor 16:13; Col 4:2; 1 Pet 5:8 

 ii. “Remember, then, what you received and heard”

 A. Probably the “works” → c.f., above list

 iii. “Keep it, and repent”

 A. Not enough to simply have knowledge of what is right and to remember them, but it is necessary to do them

(d) Warnings

 i. “I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come against you”

 A. Similar language: Matt 24:42-43; 25:13; Mark 13:34-37; Luke 12:37-40; 1 Thess 5:2; 2 Pet 3:10 

(e) Promises – 5 

 i. Promises are for: “you have still a few names in Sardis, people who have not soiled their garments”

 A. Once again, “name”

 B. “Few names” → a remnant

 C. Soiled garments vs. white garments/robes (3:5, 18; 4:4; 6:11; 7:9, 13; 19:14)

· Implication that all were given garments initially

· Receiving garments a reference to becoming part of God's family

· Not direct allusion, but similar concept: Matthew 22:11

· c.f., Ezekiel 16

 ii. The promises

 A. “Walk with me in white”

· White represents innocence and victory (c.f., Pergamum – white stone)

· Walk symbolizes communion and fellowship

· God walking in Eden (Genesis 3:8)

· Enoch walking with God (Genesis 5:22-24)

· Abram commanded to walk with God (Genesis 17:1)

 B. “Clothed thus in white garments”

· White garments not the same as unsoiled garments earlier

· Just as white stone (Pergamum, 2:17) given at final victory, white garments also at victory

 C. “Never blot his name out of the book of life”

· “Book of life” important later in Revelation

· Common concept in Judaism (Ps. 69:28; Jubilees 30:22; 1 Enoch 108:3)

· Concept of blotting out: Ex. 32:32-33

· Those who 

 D. “I will confess his name before my Father

· Just as conquerors given stone with new name of Jesus (Pergamum, 2:17), signifying that they truly know Jesus, Jesus too, knows his people intimately

 E. “[I will confess his name] before his angels”

· A contrast with the opening of the letter → Sardis has the name/reputation of being alive but is dead; Jesus will publicly reveal who is truly alive

 5. Summary

(a) Jesus sees and knows all → in OT, God knows all; now Jesus knows all → Jesus is God

(b) Religion does not save; having and living in the Spirit saves

(c) Christians cannot serve both God and the world

(d) God can breathe the Spirit of life even into those that are “dead”, if they are willing 

(e) Jesus promises the faithful communion and vindication

