
The Letter to the Church at Sardis 
“The Case of the Walking Dead” 

(Revelation 3:1-6) 
 

Introduction:- 
 
Sardis was a city with an illustrious past of which it was proud, being a 
prosperous place of trade, textiles, and industry, but it had less to be proud of 
in John’s time. And so this is another city, whose history becomes a real part of 
the message of the Risen Christ to the church in this place. For Sardis had been 
the capital of the Lydian kingdom of Croesus, during whose time, the very first 
coinage was also minted in Asia Minor, and subsequently Sardis became the 
greatest Persian city in Asia Minor, becoming the western terminus of the Great 
King’s Highway from Susa. Like other ancient cities, Sardis was also built on a hill, 
and was considered to be well-nigh impregnable, for it had never been captured 
by direct assault; but on two occasions it had been captured by stealth without 
resistance. The first of these occasions was by the Persian king Cyrus in 546 BC, 
and the second was by Antiochus the Great in 218 BC.  This background will 
reflect on the Risen Christ’s words to the church as we proceed. A further feature 
of Sardis, was its magnificent architecture, decorated with ornate engravings, 
which gave the city an outward impression of life and beauty, but the church at 
Sardis, like its city’s architecture, was outwardly alive, but was inwardly dead. 
And so Sardis had a glorious past, as well as a very large Jewish Synagogue and 
Jewish population in the first century AD. But the city fell into oblivion after the 
Persian conquest, and it only recovered something of its former prestige, when 
through the help of the Romans under Tiberius, it was rebuilt after the 
earthquake of 17 AD. And so the church in Sardis reflected the history of the 
city. Once it had a name for spiritual achievement, but now, it was lifeless. But 
one further interesting feature of this church will emerge. John’s letter to the 
church is strangely silent about any pressure either from the outside, or from 
the inside, that might cause this church any real concern. For example, there are 
no apparent threats from pagan religion, Caesar worship, Satanic activity, Jewish 
accusers, apostolic impostors, Nicolaitans, or prophetic ecstasy, as with other 
churches. In other words, as G.B Caird (Revelation 1966, p. 48) well puts it, “This 
is a church that everyone speaks well of, the perfect model of inoffensive 
Christianity, unable to distinguish between the peace of well-being and the 
peace of death” (end of quote). Could this be the situation with many churches 
today? Let us now look a little more closely at this church and the Risen Christ’s 
message to it, as it develops in this passage. 
 

1.  First Christ introduces Himself to this church as the One who holds the 
Seven Spirits of God and the Seven Stars (verse 1a). 
 



What does this imagery tell us about the Risen Christ, and His relationship to the 
church at Sardis?  Again, as with the previous churches, this imagery and 
description is well chosen, for it meets the particular needs and challenges 
represented by this particular church. For if this church has a reputation that it 
is alive, and yet in reality it is dead, then it will require nothing less than this self-
description of Christ to both reveal the real spiritual status of this church, as 
distinct from its imagined status, as well as provide the remedy for its revival. 
And that is exactly what we have here in the Risen Christ’s introduction of 
Himself to this church. Again, the revelation of the character of God will always 
address us in our present spiritual need, as well as provide the solution for our 
spiritual recovery and standing before God. The purpose of the whole Bible from 
Genesis to Revelation is to reveal the character of God and His relationship with 
us. On this basis, how would Christ and God reveal Himself to us today, exactly 
where we are standing now?  Well, to the church at Sardis, and to us, the Risen 
Christ first reveals Himself as the One who holds the Seven Spirits of God, and 
the Seven Stars. The number seven in the Bible stands for fullness, completion, 
or perfection. This in itself is one of the problems identified at Sardis in verse 2, 
in terms of works that are not complete or perfect before God. In creation, God 
completed His work of creation, and on the seventh day, rested from His 
completed work. And now, Christ is addressed as the One who holds the Seven 
Spirits, and Seven stars in His hand. At chapter one, verse 20, the seven stars 
represent the seven angels of the churches, as is the case with Christ’s words to 
Ephesus at 2:1. But by introducing Himself to this church as the One who also 
holds the Seven Spirits, the Risen Christ wants to emphasize the fact that it is 
only through God’s life-giving Spirit, in all its fullness, that new life from the dead 
is possible. Here one is reminded of Ezekiel’s vision of the Valley of Dry Bones 
back at Ezekiel 37:1-14.  In this situation Ezekiel was told to prophesy to the dry 
bones in order to bring new life to exiled Israel through the Spirit of God. At this 
point, Israel was as good as dead, but through the renewing work of the Holy 
Spirit, they would live again. And so now at Sardis, the Spirit inspires prophesy, 
and quickens the dead. This church needed to listen to the prophetic warning, 
and seek the Spirit’s quickening of life. Also, at Revelation 5:6, as a further 
development, the Seven Spirits of God are the Seven Eyes of God, indicating that 
Jesus, endowed  with the fullness of God’s Spirit and power, also executes God’s 
plan with complete insight and knowledge. And as in 2:1, the seven stars or 
Churches, are also firmly in Christ’s hands, both to hold fast, and to judge. 
 
2. Secondly we discover a Reputation for being Alive, but in reality, the church 
was Dead (verses 1b-3). 
 
The Risen Christ begins this section: “I know your deeds or works” – which in 
this case, only serves to highlight the church’s weakness, and not its strength. 
This can be contrasted with the same words used back at 2:19, addressed to 



Thyatira, which were all positive. Well, why does Sardis fall short of the mark 
with regard to their works or deeds before God?  Two responses are then given. 
First, in verse 1b, you have a reputation or “name” that you are alive, but really, 
you are dead. This Greek word “name” will then contrast with those people or 
“names” who prove to be faithful at verse 4, leading finally to those whose 
“names” will not be blotted out from the Book of Life, in verse 5. And so for a 
city with a proud past and reputation, the use of the “name” is effectively used 
throughout this letter to highlight those whose “names” will finally be 
recognized and honoured by God, in the registry of Heaven. But in the 
meantime, the church has a reputation or name that it is alive, but in reality, it 
is dead. What can this mean? What this probably means, is that having begun in 
the Spirit, the church’s life at Sardis was finishing in the flesh, chiefly in terms of 
tolerance and accommodation to the culture and life around them. In the 
previous church at Thyatira, pressure was released for some through association 
with the guilds, but now at Sardis, where no pressures either external or internal 
are mentioned, one suspects that the church largely lived by the motto, “Why 
don’t we just try and learn to get along with one another?” ‘Why don’t we 
believe in each other’s gods?” This line of approach would have taken the sharp 
edge from texts like John 14:6, where Jesus says, “I am the Way, the Truth, and 
the Life, no one comes to the Father, except through me.”  Jesus came to this 
earth to save us from our sins, and He died on the Cross to take away our sins. 
And when we place our faith and trust in Him, He gives us the gift of eternal life. 
And so if Jesus is only regarded as one way among many, or if we subscribe to 
the belief that there are many paths to Heaven, then the distinctiveness of the 
Christian message is undermined, and in effect, we have killed or put to death 
the Christian message. Something like this may have been the situation at Sardis. 
Archaeology has revealed that with regard to the great Synagogue in Sardis, the 
Jews wrote their names in Greek, as distinct from using Hebrew names and 
script, and the symbol of the Roman eagle was also displayed in the Synagogue. 
Further, why place the Synagogue alongside the Roman Gymnasium, where 
other vices of the human flesh were displayed? Clearly these were further clues 
that the culture was such where they were trying to learn to just get along with 
each other! Clearly then, it would be incorrect to understand the word “death” 
in verse 1b as meaning an elderly and dwindling congregation, unable either to 
maintain its previous activities, or to make new converts. As it becomes 
increasingly clear in these letters to the Seven Churches, the Risen Christ is never 
interested in the numbers game, but He is interested in those few names at 
Sardis who have not defiled their garments, for they shall walk with me in white, 
for they are worthy (verse 4).  The second reason given for the deathly state of 
the church at Sardis is found in verse 2. This begins with the word, “Be watchful”, 
or “Wake up”, and strengthen the things that remain, and are about to die, for I 
have found your works or deeds incomplete in the sight of God.” The opening 
words, “Wake up”, reflect past history at Sardis, which had a reputation as an 



impregnable military stronghold. But in 546 BC and 218 BC, it was defeated 
because watchmen were not vigilant. On the first occasion, Sardis was captured 
by the Persian king Cyrus, in the most memorable way. One day, when the army 
of Cyrus was trying to work out a way of capturing this impregnable fortress, 
one of the soldiers just happened to notice that a Lydian soldier accidently 
dropped his helmet over the battlements down the cliff. Then he noticed that 
this soldier picked his way down the cliffs in order to recover the helmet, and 
climbed back. His course was carefully noted, and that night, some hand-picked 
troops of Cyrus climbed up the cliff by the same route, and when they reached 
the top, they found the battlements completely unguarded. The garrison never 
dreamed that anyone could ever find their way up the cliffs. They felt completely 
safe. So Sardis was taken. The curious thing is that the very same thing happened 
in the campaigns of Antiochus some three hundred years later. A soldier noticed 
that vultures were gathering around the edge of a certain section of the wall. It 
was there that bodies were being thrown over the wall from a gate in the wall. 
Finally, the enemy were able to go through that gate into the city. And so the 
church at Sardis was being reminded of its past history, with the word of Christ 
to “Wake up” and be “watchful” with regard to those things which were at the 
point of death. Here, three things are identified. (1) A lack of vigilance, which 
cost Croesus his kingdom. The church too must awaken from spiritual slumber. 
(2)  The need to strengthen whatever was of God in the church that had not 
died; (3) To go on and complete what God had already begun in their lives, so 
that in his sight, there would be no unfinished business with regard to service 
and living a God-glorifying life. Perhaps this church is an example of churches 
which have had a semblance of life, recalling past glories and achievements, and 
clinging to the memory of what had once been true, but now unaware of the 
tragic reality of decline. Is there any unfinished business in our lives today, 
before God? Perhaps the church at Sardis needed those qualities which the 
Risen Christ commended at the church of Thyatira: Love, faith, service, and 
perseverance. If they had any of these, they were certainly half-hearted in 
putting them into practice. Nothing they started ever came to completion, like 
the city’s uncompleted, worthless temple to Artemis, which still stands as a 
monument to this fact today. At Luke 14:25-33, Jesus defined true discipleship 
in terms of sitting down and counting the cost as to whether one can go on and 
actually complete the task of following Him. The church is therefore called upon 
to awake, to strengthen what remains, and to remember how and what you 
have received of the apostolic gospel, and teaching on the Christian life. Hold it 
fast, and repent. Otherwise, if they don’t, the Lord will come like a thief in the 
night, recalling the parable of the thief at Matthew 24:42-44 (cf. 16:15; 1 
Thessalonians 5:2-4), which may suggest a coming in present judgment, rather 
than a future coming of the Lord. This may also recall the way in which the city 
itself was first taken by stealth at night, like a thief in the night. 
 



3.  Thirdly, there are some at Sardis who have not soiled their clothes, whose 
names will not be blotted out of the Book of Life (verses 4-6). 
 
Finally, some encouraging news is given to this church. Sardis was also famous 
for its textile and woollen industry. But there were some in the church who had 
not soiled their garments. These are those who had resisted the temptation to 
accommodate their lives to the heathen customs of their neighbours. They will 
walk with the Lord, dressed in white, for they are worthy. During this time, 
people wore white garments for festivals, sacred ceremonies, and Roman 
celebrations. Here they signify purity, cleansing, and end-time victory. This 
promise is also a reminder, that in churches that may be described as dead, 
there are genuine saints who refuse to abandon a congregation with obvious 
defects, and remain personally faithful to Christ. Their commitment to Jesus may 
be treated as odd by the lukewarm majority, but to them is given the promise 
that their names will not be blotted out from the Book of Life, and as well, Jesus 
will acknowledge that person’s name before His Father in Heaven, and His 
angels, reflecting Jesus’ words at Matthew 10:32-33, and Luke 12:8-9, where he 
says: “Whoever acknowledges me before men, him will I also acknowledge 
before my Father in Heaven, but whoever denies me before men, him will I also 
deny before my Father in heaven” (cf. Luke 12:8-9 = angels of God). Finally, the 
Book of Life, is a divine ledger, first mentioned at Exodus 32:32-33. All ancient 
cities kept a civic register in which the names of its citizens were inscribed, and 
the Book of Life is the register of the citizens of the Heavenly city mentioned also 
at Revelation 21:27 as the Lamb’s Book of Life. But it is more than that, for John 
records that the names it contains were inscribed in it from the foundation of 
the world at Revelation 17:8. And so if a person is a citizen of the Heavenly 
Jerusalem, it is not because he or she has earned a place in this registry and city, 
but because Christ has loved them and released them from their sins through 
His own life-blood, shed on the cross of Calvary, as a Lamb who was slain from 
the foundation of the world (Revelation 13:8). And so this Book and Salvation, 
was planned by God from the foundation of the world (cf. 1 Peter 1:19-20). 
 
Conclusion:- 
 
Today’s message began with the reputation of a “name” that the church was 
alive, but spiritually it was really dead. This can tragically be the case with 
anyone of us today. How we feel about ourselves today may not necessarily 
reflect our true standing before God. Twice it is said that the church’s deeds 
were lacking, and were unfinished before God, suggesting a superficial faith, 
which lacked the power to bring about transformation in life and behaviour. Do 
we have any unfinished business with God today? Then like Thyatira, we need to 
excel in the deeds of faith and love, service and perseverance. But there were 
some “names” in Sardis with a good and genuine reputation, who were faithful 



and loyal to the gospel, and had not soiled their garments through 
accommodation and compromise with the culture of the day. They will be 
dressed in white, and their “names” will live on forever, for they will be 
presented before the Father and His angels, and their “names” will not be 
blotted out from the Book of Life. Are our names securely written in the Lamb’s 
Book of Life today? Then let us become like the faithful few at Sardis, and let us 
press on to finish what God has begun in our lives today. After all, our eternity 
depends upon it.  Amen. 
 
 


