
The Church at Sardis- Revelation 3:1-6

The City of Sardis:

Sardis was established 1200 BC, the same time that Israel was going through the events described in the book of Judges, but major development didn’t start until 700 B.C.  The main attraction to this site at the time was the upper plateau which was part of the structure of the foothills of Mount Tmolus.  Except for one steep and winding ridge that allowed access on the south side, all the other sides of the plateau were a steep, almost vertical wall.  The upper city of Sardis, perched on its steep walled plateau, saw itself as invincible – and that is a dangerous way for any person or country think.  The rest of Sardis was built on the lower plain below, so did not enjoy the same strong defensive position.
Three Satanic Strategies in Sardis

Worship of Roman Emperors:
Sardis had a priesthood dedicated to the goddess Roma by 100 B.C.  In 27 B.C. Sardis tried to establish Asia’s first temple to Caesar Augustus, eventually building a local temple to Augustus by 5 B.C.  To show their devotion to the imperial family, the city also consecrated a cult statue to Augustus’ son Gaius.  After an earthquake in 17 AD, Emperor Tiberius donated lots of aid to the people of Sardis to rebuild the city and other areas around Sardis.  Sardis competed among eleven cities for the honor of building a temple to the emperor Tiberius in A.D. 26, but the privilege was given to Smyrna.  The city, for awhile, even called itself Caesareia Sardianeon (basically, “Caesar’s Sardis”) and attempted to become the regional head of the cult to Roman emperors.
Greek mystery religions:

An enormous temple to Artemis, previously called Cybele, was built at Sardis in the 4th century B.C.  The heart of the sanctuary was the temple building in which the statue of the goddess was placed.  Around it was a sacred courtyard that was enclosed by a colonnade.  Offerings were made on a large altar, where the priest would slaughter a bull, then the pagan worshippers would bathe in the bull’s hot blood.  Sardis also had a temple to the goddess Hera, the wife of Zeus.  Demeter, the goddess of the fruits of the earth, also had a temple at Sardis.  By order of Alexander the Great, a temple to Zeus was built in Sardis after he defeated the Persians there.

The Synagogue of Satan:

The Jewish community at Sardis had been in the city for generations by the time that Revelation was written.  Some of these Jews were apparently Roman citizens.  Letters from the 1st century B.C. stipulated that Jews in Sardis were to have their own association and a place to offer prayers, and officials were to make sure that food suitable for Jews was available in the market – kosher foods.  The enormous size and central location of the Sardis synagogue shows that in the centuries after Revelation was composed, the Jewish community thrived at Sardis.

Revelation 3:1 "To the angel [that is, the messenger] of the church in Sardis write:

He who has the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars,

This introduction has a similarity to the introduction to the message to the church at Ephesus.  It seems to focus not on the character of the church so much as who Christ is and what He does and who He is destined to be.  The seven spirits of God, as we mentioned some weeks ago, refers to the seven-fold ministry of the Holy Spirit though Christ, the coming Messiah as described in Isaiah 11:2.  The seven stars which Christ holds are the seven messengers to the churches – each of whom was to carry this set of messages – and the rest of the book - to the 7 churches.
…says this: "I know your deeds, that you have a name that you are alive, but you are dead.

Christ says that He knows their deeds, but He neither commends them nor elaborates on the deeds specifically.  He tells them that they have “a name”, that they are alive.  Now in the Hebrew mindset, “a name” communicated depth of meaning, so we find value in studying, for example, the names of God, because His names tell us about His deep and eternal character.  Also, we pray “in the name” of Christ on the basis of the depth of who He is and our deep and eternal identity with Him.  But in the Greek mindset, “a name” was something superficial, on the surface.  In this case “having a name” does not describe the deep character of the church but rather their superficial reputation.  What they appeared to be like on the outside to everyone else.

Revelation 3:2 "Wake up, and strengthen the things that remain, which were about to die; for I have not found your deeds completed in the sight of My God.

In spite of Christ’s characterizing the church at Sardis as being dead, there were apparently a few individual saints who had not folded to the pressure. Based on the life of Christ in these few, there was still the opportunity to turn things around.  There was still a chance to build on a remnant of faithful believers.

Revelation 3:3 "So remember what you have received and heard; and keep it, and repent. Therefore 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.

Lets take a look at the “Suffered a loss” handout. The call to remember in the case of Sardis was a call for them to return to what they already were given at the start.  They were to remember what they had received and heard.  These verbs are written in the perfect tense – it had been completed.  They had gotten it all at one point in time.  Now, we’re not quite certain how the church at Sardis began. One extra-biblical account credits John himself with having founded and taught the church at Sardis – in which case these words must have broken his heart. The phrasing and even the choice of words is very similar to what Paul wrote to the Philippians some 45 years earlier:

Philippians 4:9

The things you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, practice these things, and the God of peace will be with you.
Like Paul’s urging of the Philippians to practice these things, Christ was urging the church at Sardis to keep what they had received and heard!  Unlike Paul’s urging of the Philippians, Christ called the church at Sardis to repent!  Also unlike Paul’s urging of the church at Philippi, Christ warned them that He would come unexpectedly in judgment.  The phrase “come like a thief in the night” is used repeatedly in the NT, typically regarding the Lord’s 2nd coming.  Using the image of the thief is not, of course, intended to convey Christ’s character but rather that His coming would be unexpected and sudden.

Revelation 3:4 "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.

Though the church was overall spiritually dead, in spite of the church’s superficially high level of activity, there were still a few saints who were dependent upon the life of Christ.  The Greek here, by the way, actually says “names” and not “people”, so it should be as in the King James, “you have a few names in Sardis”.
Now, there are some things about Sardis we’d be best off to understand in order to gain the fullest insights into this verse and the next.  Sardis had a luxury garment industry, so garments were foremost in the minds of those in Sardis.  Those who came to the temple of Artemis (which deity had been called Cybele in earlier centuries) had to wear white clothes.  Unclean clothes were not acceptable, and were considered an insult to the goddess – spiritually foul and polluting.  The problem was not just that the clothes were dirty, but that the clothes were spiritually polluting and repulsive. Zechariah 3:3-7 says:
3 Now Joshua was clothed with filthy garments and standing before the angel. 4 He spoke and said to those who were standing before him, saying, " Remove the filthy garments from him." Again he said to him, "See, I have taken your iniquity away from you and will clothe you with festal robes." 5 Then I said, "Let them put a clean turban on his head." So they put a clean turban on his head and clothed him with garments, while the angel of the LORD was standing by. 

6 And the angel of the LORD admonished Joshua, saying, 7 "Thus says the LORD of hosts, 'If you will walk in My ways and if you will perform My service, then you will also govern My house and also have charge of My courts, and I will grant you free access among these who are standing here.  

Revelation 3:5 "He who overcomes will thus be clothed in white garments; and I will not erase his name from the book of life, and I will confess his name before My Father and before His angels.

Here we have, as in all the messages to the seven churches, a promise to the overcomers – a message which applies to all who have placed their faith in Christ for salvation.  It is threefold:

· Clothed in white garments
· Not erase his name from the book of life
· Confess his name before my Father and before His angels
The white garments: We know that Sardis had a luxury garment industry, and we know that clean white garments were required for pagan worshippers to enter the temple of Artemis.  Aside from that, white garments are written of repeatedly in the rest of Revelation, which we’ll look at more closely as we examine those passages.

The promise not to erase the overcomer’s name from the book of life: It will be insightful if we keep in mind that criminals’ names were erased from the book of the roll of living citizens in Sardis.  Among the criminal acts which would get one’s name erased from the rolls of the city of Sardis were entering the pagan temple with soiled clothes and refusing to acknowledge the Roman emperor as deity.

The last part of the promise to the overcomer is that his name would be confessed before the Father & His angels.  Read Matthew 10:32 and Luke 12:8.

6 "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.'

Here again is our invitation to apply these verses to our lives.  Please take a minute or two and write down something God’s is teaching you or reminding you of through these verses.
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