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Revelation 3:1-6
Letter to Sardis: Rev 3:1 NKJV Introduction: "And to the angel of the church in Sardis write…, 

Historical Background: SARDIS ((sahr' dihs) a plural noun meaning “remnants,” Sardis was the capital of ancient Lydia (LYDIA: Located in Asia Minor, Lydia reached it’s peak of power between 560 and 546 BC.  Lydia was conquered by the Persian King Cyrus, who seven years later captured Babylon and freed the Jewish exiles.  According to Vernon McGee, “Ancient Sardis was located inland built on a small, elevated plateau which rises sharply above the Hermus Valley.  On all sides but one, the rock walls are smooth, nearly perpendicular and absolutely unscalable.  The only access is on the southern side by a very steep and difficult path.”  Dr. McGee goes on to say that he and another pastor tried to hike up to the ancient site, but had to turn back because of the steepness and roughness of the terrain. At the time of John’s writing, Sardis was rebuilt at the bottom of ancient Sardis due to easier access.  As is the case with all seven cities in Revelation 2 and 3, Sardis is in ruins today.

Historic-Prophetic Application 1517 AD – 1730 AD (Tribulation?): The period of the Reformation Church! Why a start date of 1517 AD? To be sure, of the seven churches, this church is the most difficult to fit into the historical sequence of the prophetic application. Jesus has nothing good to say about Sardis, yet, the Reformation was a good thing since it emphasized the teaching of the Word of God. The date for the beginning of the Reformation is 1517, when Martin Luther posted his 95 Thesis on the door on the Castle Church in Wittenberg, Germany. According to Christianity Through The Centuries, written by Dr. Earle Cairns, “the 95 Thesis condemned the abuse of the Indulgence System.  The indulgence was a document that could be bought for a sum of money and that would free one from the temporal penalty of sin. A later papal bull extended this privilege to souls in purgatory, provided their living relatives purchased indulgences for them.” The Reformation rightly emphasized salvation by grace through faith and emphasized a literal understanding of the Bible. So where did the Reformation go wrong? The Protestant Reformation did not fully develop the importance of accepting the Bible as the complete and divinely inspired, literal Word of God.  Heb. 4:12 states “For the word of God is living and active. Sharper than any double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes of the heart.” Where do we see this in the letter to Sardis?  We find it in verse 1. “I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead.”  Sardis is spiritually dead because they reject the supernatural origin of God’s Word. How did this happen to the Protestant Reformation?

At first, during the 1500’s, the church of the Protestant Reformation made the Word of God paramount for salvation; sola scriptura (by scripture alone), was the Reformation’s cry. But, over the next one hundred and fifty years, a shift took place. The church, which had come alive again under Martin Luther’s reforms began to move away from sola scriptura. Some link this paradigm shift to men such as Dutch philosopher Baruch de Spinoza (1632-1677 AD). Even though he was a Jew, many consider him to be the father of “biblical criticism.” Biblical criticism, defined as the treatment of biblical texts as natural rather than supernatural artifacts, grew out of the rationalism of the 17th and 18th centuries. Biblical criticism taught that the Bible originated by man in the context of a wide range of scholarly disciplines, including linguistics, archaeology, anthropology, folklore, oral tradition studies, and historical and religious studies. 

Spinoza’s view held that it was not important that biblical miracles were true, but that they were useful primarily for issues of a virtuous nature for the intended culture. Although historical issues are important, leaders in this church tended to exclude the supernatural aspects of God’s Word (2 Pet. 1:21, 2 Tim. 3:16). Thanks to Spinoza’s influence (and others), attacks on the inerrancy and infallibility of the Bible caught on in the Protestant church and a paradigm shift took place away from the Word of God as supernatural in origin and this thinking swept across Europe over the next 200 years. In the end, Spinoza would deny any concept of a personal God, all claims to divine revelation, any claim of biblical inspiration, and the validity of miracles. 

Although it is debatable on how much Spinoza influenced Protestant leaders, for sure Spinoza’s views are a forerunner to an even more extreme view called Higher Criticism. Higher Criticism claims that Genesis through Deuteronomy was not transcribed by Moses, but by unknown scribes some 800-1,000 years after Moses. Higher Criticism was developed during the 19th Century thanks to a Protestant theologian by the name of Julius Welhausen (1844 – 1918). Julius Wellhausen taught we cannot trust the Bible as the inerrant, devine, and literal, complete word of God.  By the turn of the 20th Century this doctrine of Higher Criticism was bought hook, line, and sinker by many in mainstream Protestantism. This paradigm shift away from God’s Word as inerrant and infallible within mainstream Protestantism resulted in a backlash by many Protestants who came to be known as the Fundamentalists, or Evangelicals. In Higher Criticism, Wellhausen taught that the Bible is not the word of God, but rather contains the word of God.  In other words, if the Bible is not the Word of God, but instead only contains God’s words, then we must rely on human reason to discover which words belong to God.  Because of this shift away from accepting God’s Word as literally true, supernatural acts of God have been ruled out, not accepted as truth. During the 1990’s and up to the present time The Jesus Seminar, which bases its scholarship on Higher Criticism, determined through human reason, Jesus spoke only 30% of what is attributed him. The other 70% is based on myth, fable, and folklore and cannot be trusted as accurate. The issue of “dead orthodoxy” in Sardis fits perfectly with the panorama of prophetic church history as it is played out in the Reformation Church and her predecessors. 

It is because of this rejection of God’s Word as divinely inspired that the majority of the church of Sardis will miss the Rapture. How so? The warning is made clear in Rev. 3:3 says “But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you.”  The Rapture will be the furthest thing from their minds since they do not believe in the supernatural. 1 Thess. 5:2-5 connects the phrase “come like a thief” to those who are not ready when Jesus comes to Rapture (1 Thess. 4:14-18) His church. Here’s how it reads: 1 Thess 5:2-5 NKJV For you yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so comes as a thief in the night. {3} For when they say, "Peace and safety!" then sudden destruction comes upon them, as labor pains upon a pregnant woman. And they shall not escape. But, what about believers, are they caught by surprise? {4} But you, brethren, are not in darkness, so that this Day should overtake you as a thief. {5} You are all sons of light and sons of the day. We are not of the night nor of darkness. True Christians will not be surprised as if by a thief, but will be aware of the general signs of the times just before the Rapture of the Church takes place. Not so with the majority in the Sardis church. They will miss the Rapture, because they will not be watching.

The end date for Sardis is 1730 AD... Why?  It sounds like the Sardis church is significant among the seven churches even until the second coming of Jesus. Indeed, it is! But, as the spiritually “dead” teachings of Sardis are advanced, another significant church, the church of Philadelphia, springs up between 1730-1740 that support the Bible as inerrant and infallible. Notice what Jesus says to Philadelphia: Rev 3:8 NKJV "for you have a little strength, have kept My word, and have not denied My name.” The Philadelphia church becomes significant through the next two centuries (1700’s and 1800’s). As the Philadelphia church took on more of a missions-minded thrust, the spiritually “dead” church of Sardis ushers in the Age of Enlightenment (1688-1800), also known as the Age of Reason. With the Age of Enlightenment human reason, apart from the supernatural truth of the Bible, came to be dominant in man’s approach to truth and knowing. The Age of Enlightenment advocated Spinoza’s “human reason” as the primary source and basis for truth and knowledge, not the Bible. While this shift away from the Bible as infallible and inerrant was taking place, many in the church (Philadelphia) began to wake up to the truth of the Bible’s claim of inerrancy and infallibility. By 1730-40, a movement began that swept across Europe now known as the “First Great Awakening.” The United States of America was born during this great awakening. The First Great Awakening reached out primarily to those who were already Christian. In light of the onslaught of the Sardis church deception, Christians began to wake up and realize that God’s Word is in fact inerrant and infallible. These Churches which were not large in number (but of little strength) compared to the size of the then professing church, chose to keep His Word, knowing that it is true and refused to deny His name, unlike so many others who were caught up in the fever of the Age of Reason. There was another, a second Great Awakening that began around 1800 AD that reached out to the unchurched through the greatest Missionary movement in the history of the church, a movement that attempted to reach the ends of the earth with the gospel.

Rev 3:1b NKJV Title of Jesus: 'These things says He who has the seven Spirits (Holy Spirit) of God and the seven stars (church leaders):  Based on this title, we have a reference to the Holy Spirit and the leaders of the churches. When combined, we see Jesus addressing issues related to the Holy Spirit and the church leaders. What issue is related to the Holy Spirit and the church leaders?  Look at the rest of verse one. But, first notice that there is no commendation for Sardis!

Commendation: None
Rev 3:1c NKJV Rebuke (Shortfall): "I know your works, that you have a name that you are alive, but you are dead. This is an obvious play on words since they were not physically dead. To paraphrase, Jesus implies “You have a name that is known for works that are “spiritually alive,” but in reality your works are “spiritually dead, without life!” Jesus’ title of “He who has the seven Spirits (Rev. 1:4),” is in contrast to the absence of Spiritual power in Sardis. This reference to “works” that are spiritually dead must refer to a church without faith and the power of the Holy Spirit. They rely on human reason totally devoid of faith and God’s spiritual power, thus resulting in the absence of spiritual life and the evidence of spiritual death. 

When Jesus says, “…you have a reputation for being alive...” He implies that this church appears spiritually alive, “busy” working, full of activity. They might argue, “can’t you see that I am working for the LORD?” But, Jesus proclaims that He does not know them, such as is found in Matt. 7:21 NIV "Not everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord,' will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven.  {22} Many will say to me on that day, 'Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles, to paraphrase “did we not perform the works in your name that you expected from us demonstrating spiritual life?' ”  {23} Then I will tell them plainly, 'I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers [KJV=workers of iniquity]!' Here, Type III Christians boast of their works making them worthy of entering into the kingdom of God. But, their works were not in faith and not in the power of the Holy Spirit. They looked busy, but not in the power of the Holy Spirit. Their works were spiritually dead, all done through human strength and human reason, devoid of the LORD’s Holy Spirit power. They practice evil, they are workers of iniquity.

Rev. 3:2 NKJV "Be watchful NIV=wake up, and strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die, for I have not found your works perfect before God. APPLICATION: What is the implication here?  Are you full of activities, but without the power, direction, and leadership of the Holy Spirit in your life? This church was probably socially active. This church was primarily supporting a “social gospel.” The community was aware of their “activities” because Jesus says, “you have a reputation.” These Type III Christians are probably involved in feeding the hungry, providing shelters for the homeless, organizing abortion protests, taking strong stands and organizing protests against pornography and violence on T.V.. But, without faith in Jesus and the power of the Holy Spirit what good is all of that?

As we go about our activities in the church, we must understand what God’s Word has to say about who we are, and the good works that we perform: Rom. 7:18  …in our flesh dwelleth no good thing. John 15:4 Jesus said “Abide in me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, except it abide in the vine; no more can ye, except ye abide in me.” John 15:5  …apart from Jesus you can do nothing.  John 16:33 …in this world you will have trouble, but be of good courage, Jesus has overcome the world for you.  2 Cor. 12:9 …when you are weak, then Jesus can make you strong in his strength. Good works must be done in faith by the power of the Holy Spirit as we abide in Jesus earnestly seeking His will. These good works that are produced by faith are rewarded by God (Col. 3:24), and are a sign to others that you are saved (James 2:18-24).
Rev. 3:3 NKJV Exhortation (Warning): "Remember therefore how you have received and heard; hold fast NIV=obey it and repent. The problem with this church is that repentance is absent and their works are spiritually dead: they rely on human strength, human reason, human effort. They are totally asleep to the things of God. {3b} Therefore if you will not watch NIV=if you do not wake up, I will come upon you as a thief, and you will not know what hour I will come upon you. Some Bible teachers see this as a historic-prophetic application. They teach that this has to do with the suddenness of coming judgment on those who do not repent as reflected in 1 Thess. 5:1 NIV  Now, brothers, concerning the Rapture as described in 1 Thess. 4:14-18 …about times and dates we do not need to write to you, {2} for you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. It will come like a thief to those who are not expecting the LORD’s imminent return. {3} While people are saying, "Peace and safety," destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape. {4} But you, brothers Type I and II Christians, are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief. Type I and II Christians who are watching and expecting the return of Jesus will not be caught be surprise as if by a thief! {5} You are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness. {6} So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep dead, but let us be alert and self-controlled. {7} For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk, get drunk at night. {8} But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet. {9} For God did not appoint us Type I / II Christians to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Rev. 3:4 NKJV "You have a few names even in Sardis who have not defiled their garments by living a life of faith and dependence upon the power of the Holy Spirit; and they shall walk with Me in white purity, for they are worthy. As there is here, there is always a remnant of believers in Type III churches.

Rev. 3:5 NKJV Promise to Overcomer: "He who overcomes 1 John 5:5 …shall be clothed in white garments robes…, The remnant in Sardis receives white garments. White garments (robes) symbolize righteousness that comes only from the blood of the Lamb, as follows Rev 7:13 NKJV Then one of the elders answered, saying to me, "Who are these arrayed in white robes, and where did they come from?" {14} And I said to him, "Sir, you know." So he said to me, "These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation, and washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. This righteousness applies to all dispensations of believers whether Church Age saints or Tribulation saints. Christians that go in the Rapture before the Tribulation are Church Age Saints; Christians martyred during the Tribulation (Rev. 6:9, 11) are Tribulation Saints. They both will receive white garments that have been washed in the blood of Jesus, symbolically.
Rev. 3:5b NKJV …and I will not blot out his name from the Book of Life; but I will confess his name before My Father and before His angels. Some worry that this verse implies the believer’s name can be blotted out of the book of life, suggesting they can lose their salvation. However, Scripture promises the “overcomer” that their salvation is secured by the work of Jesus, as follows: 1 John 5:4 NKJV  For whatever is born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has overcome the world; our faith. {5} Who is he who overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of God? The believer is saved by grace through faith, it is a gift from God, not by works! (Eph. 2:8-9). In contrast, “abiding in Christ” or “walking in the Spirit” is based on faith that produces good works, resulting in heavenly rewards (Col. 3:24; Phil. 3:12-14; 1 Cor. 3:14-15). 

Many fret over losing their salvation because they are not sure if they are good enough to warrant salvation. But Paul writes this in Eph 2:8-9 NKJV For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, {9} not of works, lest anyone should boast. True, we are not saved by works, but James reminds us that from man’s view we are not saved if faith does not produce good works (James 2:18). Some people argue this point so vehemently that it almost becomes like the old argument of which comes first, the chicken or the egg.  The word "believe" comes from two words, "be" and "live."  Faith helps us to "be" spiritually; and deeds help us to “live” spiritually. To show that there is no conflict in the Scriptures between the two, Paul, the advocate of faith speaks of being "rich in works " (1 Tim. 6:18) while James, the exponent of works, says be "rich in faith" (James 2:5). Why be content with either when God has provided for both, and says we must have both. Also see Rom 3:31 where Paul writes that “faith upholds the law (works),” and see James 2:20-24 where James writes that “works upholds faith.” Paul makes the point that from God’s point of view, that man is saved by grace, while James makes the point 
that from man’s point of view, man is saved by faith. ILLUSTRATION: James point is illustrated as follows: “A Christian man worked each day transporting tourists across a lake.  On occasion he would present the Gospel and its implications for life in a most unusual way.  He had painted the word "Faith" on one of the oars of his rowboat and "Works" on the other.  When they got quite far from shore, he would stop, then, beginning to row with only the one oar marked "Faith" causing the boat to go in circles to the left.  Reversing the process, he would pull on the other oar marked "Works" and they would circle in the opposite direction.  By this time the bewildered passengers were waiting for an explanation.  This afforded him an opportunity to give them the truth concerning discipleship and the Christian life.  He always concluded by saying, "You see, neither faith nor works can stand alone.  They are twins that cannot be separated (James 2:20)!” With this James agrees. Bottom-line, no one will boast before God that they deserve salvation. Only the grace of God through faith in the shed blood of Jesus Christ can accomplish that part. However, as you abide in Christ, you can’t help but do good works, which result in heavenly rewards!
Rev. 3:6 NKJV Invitation / Closure: "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches."' Does closure at this point suggest the majority of this church enters the Tribulation?
Revelation 2-3 – A Review

REVIEW of Three Types of Christians: From man’s point of view there are basically three types of visible Christians, visible in the sense of behavior and actions (see James 2:18-19). 

(1) Type I “abides in Christ” by faith (John 15:4-5); continues in Christ (living a transformed life; Jesus says, “you shall know them by their fruit,” or fruit of the Spirit -- Gal. 5:22-23). They have learned to “[bring] every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ,” (2 Cor. 10:5). The goal of all Christians should be Type I. Type I Christians are commonly found where persecution and suffering is greatest, such as Smyrna; and where believers have “kept God’s Word” and have “not denied His name,” such as Philadelphia. 

(2) The Type II Christian is carnal, and could possibly be “ashamed” at the time of Jesus coming for His church (1 John 2:28).  The church of Corinth was considered by Paul to be carnal, or Type II (1 Cor. 3:1-4); but he also referred to them as sanctified (1 Cor. 1:2). The carnal Christian demonstrates little fruit in their actions.  The fruit is there, but very little. They often wrestle with the acts of the flesh with few victories. Paul identifies acts of the flesh, including: absence of love, jealousy, selfish ambition, adultery, idolatry, hatred, strife, heresies, discord, slander, envy, murders, drunkenness (Gal. 5:19-21 NIV; 1 Cor. 3:3, 6:9-10,15-20 KJV). This Christian eventually recognizes their sin and does repent, sometimes only in response to God’s discipline as described in Heb. 12:5-13. This Christian will be saved, though as by fire (1 Cor. 3:12-15). There are “those” in Pergamos who are an example of carnality, or Type II Christianity. Most true Christians struggle to be delivered from Type II attributes (Gal. 5:17). Victory over the flesh comes as this Christian repents (2 Cor. 7:9-10) and confesses sin (1 John 1:9) and learns to be led of the Spirit (Gal. 5:18).

(3) Type III Christians are Christians by name only, or professing Christians. They claim to be Christians but are not. This Christian goes through the motions of the Type I and Type II Christian by doing good works and pretending to be repentant.  However, they still practice idolatry in their daily lives (Rev. 2:20-21, Gal. 5:21, 1 Cor. 6:9-10); they are spiritually dead to God (Rev. 3:1); and they care most about worldly riches (Rev. 3:17). True godly sorrow and repentance over sin is absent (2 Cor. 7:9-10). There is little hope of salvation for this so-called Christian! However, Jesus implies that there is still time to repent: Rev. 2:21,22;  3:2,3;  3:19. The majority of this type of believer living in Thyatira, Sardis, and Laodicea are examples of this type of church.
	Revelation 2 & 3 and Church Prophetic History

	Church & Period
	Primary Historical Characteristic of Church 
	Dominant Church Period Characteristic 

	Ephesus
33 – 100 AD

 
	“You are intolerant of false apostles...” and “You hate the deeds of the Nico-laitans (ruled-over laity).”
	Type II - 1 John 4:1-3 addresses problems associated with false apostles (Gnostics early development) who tried to infiltrate the church with false doctrines.

	Smyrna
100 - 315 AD
	“I know your afflictions and your poverty-- yet you are rich!  You will suffer persecution.”
	Type I - This church refused to worship Caesar, was materially poor with no worldly power to protect them. They trusted solely in God’s provision. Jesus considered them rich.  

	Pergamum
315 – 590 AD
	“You have some who hold to the teaching of Balaam, who enticed the Israelites to sin.  You have those who hold to the teaching of the Nico-laitans (ruled-over laity).”
	Type II - The State joins the Church. No longer persecuted by the State this church begins to compromise. Church leaders “participate” in State-run issues, increasingly trusting in the power of the State, rather than in the power of God.

	Thyatira
590 AD
to

1517 AD

(Tribulation)
	“You tolerate Jezebel, who teaches” that the worship of other god’s is acceptable..., which is spiritual adultery. “…cast into Great Tribulation.”
	Type III - The Church runs the State.       The church becomes Rome-centered and takes the “lead" in State-run issues; increasingly tolerates the teaching that “all paths” lead to God.  This is spiritual adultery and idolatry. Jesus is the only Way (John 14:6).

	Sardis
1517 AD
to

1730 AD
(Tribulation)
	“You have a reputation for being alive, but you are dead.  If you do not wake up and repent, I will come to you like a thief. (cf. 1 Thess 5:1-9)
	Type III - The Reformation church breaks away from Rome, but falls victim to men who no longer accept the Bible as inerrant. These “higher critics” reject the supernatural and see the Bible as only “containing” truth, thus minimizing its authority.

	Philadelphia
1730 AD
to 

1900 AD
(Rapture)
	“…have little strength, but have kept my Word, and have not denied my name.  I will also keep you from the hour of trial, which shall come upon the whole world…”
(cf: 1 Thess. 4:14-5:9)
	Type I - This church with “little strength” represents all who believe in the inerrant Word of God, and who put His Words into practice.  Missionary/Evangelical-minded churches are  in view here in line with GreatAwakenings/ Missionary movements during the 18th-19th Centuries.

	Laodicea
1900 AD
to 

Present
(Tribulation)
	“You are neither cold nor hot, but lukewarm, therefore I will spew you out...”  “You say I am rich and in need of nothing,   but you are wretched, pitiful, blind, poor, and naked.”
	Type III - Today’s church has never been wealthier, materially speaking. However, wealth has deceived this church into relying on her own strength. When in trouble, this church looks to politicians and the State for help, rather than God (Matt. 6:33). They are blind to the Truth and are apostate (2 Thes 2:3). 


