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FCCOE; 6/8/14 (Pentecost Sunday); Revelation 3:1-6; Rev. Tim Ziegenhals 
 

“’Sardis: Waking Up to the Spirit” 
 

Introduction: How many of you either sent, or received, a Pentecost card this past week? How 
about a Pentecost present, or flowers of some sort, like the ever appropriate for this day 
firecracker plant?! How many of you had Pentecost marked on your calendar, and have been 
looking forward to it for weeks? I don’t raise these questions to make you feel bad, just simply to 
note how odd a day Pentecost is on the church calendar. We’re not quite sure what to do with it or 
how to celebrate it. It may very well have something to do with the fact that while on Christmas 
we celebrate a birth, and on Easter new life, on Pentecost we get the sound of a violent wind and 
tongues, tongues of fire dancing on people’s heads and tongues of different languages issuing 
from their mouths. What do we do with that? 
 
Pentecost began life as a Jewish harvest festival. Fifty days after Passover, Jews from all over the 
world would gather in Jerusalem to give God thanks for wheat -- bread -- for another year. 
Centuries later, fifty days after Jesus’ death and resurrection, the city was full of Jews from all 
over the world again. And suddenly, the followers of Jesus began to proclaim boldly and all who 
had gathered in Jerusalem heard their own languages being spoken. Acts 2 names 15 different 
people groups who heard about Jesus in the tongue their mothers taught them. 
 
Paul says to the Corinthian church, and rightly so, that if Jesus hadn’t been risen our faith would 
be in vain. But the fact of the matter is, if the Holy Spirit hadn’t been poured out, the church 
which is called to proclaim that faith would never have gotten off the ground, or if it had, it would 
have gotten quickly stuck in the mud.     
 
The NT letter that is known as the Revelation is written to a church like this. Revelation is 
actually a circular letter written to seven churches, all located in what is now modern Turkey. The 
experiences and challenges of each of these seven churches was recorded so that we can learn 
from them. The particular church in question was located in a city named Sardis. It had gotten off 
the ground, and even gained a good reputation, but it hadn’t gotten very far and was now stuck in 
the mud, looking like a tree with only half its leaves, very much in danger of dying. I’ve chosen 
Sardis for Pentecost because the experience of the church there reveals how very much we need 
the presence and power of the Holy Spirit to be a church that is alive, bearing witness to Jesus in 
the way God has called us to. 
 
I. A church that was almost dead.  
 A. At the end of the first century, Sardis was a city of somewhere between 60,000 – 
100,000 inhabitants. The church there was large and wealthy and it had gained a reputation of 
being alive, which probably means that it was active and well-organized, and, had it maintained a 
web page, it would have been filled with lots of events! But the charge that Jesus brings against 
this church, in the vision that he reveals to John, is that despite all outward appearances, they 
were not really alive; in fact, they were dead, or very close to it. What was going on? 
 
 B. Well, it had something to do with their deeds. “I know your works,” Jesus declares, 
and the problem is, as Jesus continues, “I have not found your works complete in the sight of my 
God.” Thus, as Jesus reviewed what this church was about, it was clear to him that it would not 
pass muster when he submitted his findings to the Father. Now, it could be that the church had 
started a number of projects but hadn’t followed through, like a capital campaign that had stalled 
out, or an outreach ministry that never actually reached out. But I think there’s a bit more to it. 
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While works are not defined here, we find that in the messages to several of the other churches, 
works are defined as love, faith, service, patient endurance, keeping Christ’s word and not 
denying his name (2:2, 19; 3:8). Further, throughout the NT, works are defined not as what earns 
us God’s favor, but that which reveals the true nature of our faith. In other words, it’s possible to 
be all words and no works, which is not a very live faith. At the same time, it’s possible to be all 
works and no words, doing good things but never leading people to Jesus, which is not a very 
living faith either. 
 
 C. Perhaps a good clue here is that while, in the prophetic messages to the other churches 
in the area we hear a call to stand firm in the face of persecution, there is no such call here. Most 
likely, it’s because this church had become, as one writer put it, “the perfect model of inoffensive 
Christianity” (George Caird). This is not a compliment! Throughout the Revelation, it is clear that 
when the kingdom of God rubs up against the kingdom of his world, yes, great love is revealed 
but there is also an uncomfortable crunching, like the collision of tectonic plates, as these two 
very different ways of living and being meet. While it is certainly not our goal to be offensive, if 
we are proclaiming the reality of Jesus, including the wisdom and power of the cross, some will 
be offended. If no one is, well might we wonder if we’re really alive to the faith.  
 

D. A further clue as to what being dead means is found in v. 4, where Jesus affirms that 
there is still a small minority who had not “soiled their garments.” It’s a graphic image which 
implies that a great many had done so! Soiled clothing is indicative of moral compromise, and is 
used to describe those who had accommodated themselves to their pagan environment, which 
further explains why they didn’t have to worry about persecution!  
 
So, to have incomplete works did not mean simply to fail to finish a project; it meant to fail to 
bear witness fully to the reality and person of Jesus. If it continued, this church was in danger of 
being no more than a social club. As far as being a church is concerned, they would be dead. It’s 
an important wake up call for a church in any age. How accommodating to the culture are we in 
danger of being? And, as we run down our own list of activities, do they in some way bear 
witness to Jesus? For being his witnesses is what he has called us to be and do.   
 
II. The call to wake up. 
 A. So the charge to this church was simple: “Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is 
about to die.” It was a call to be alert, to be vigilant, and reveals a couple of significant points. 
First, this warning would have carried special weight for the residents of Sardis because twice in 
its history, this city, which actually sat up on a set of cliffs, had been defeated by foreign 
invaders. Believing they were impregnable, watchmen of Sardis had grown complacent and 
invaders had sent climbers up the cliffs to open the gates from the inside. So “waking up” was a 
call to the church to learn from the history if its city and stay spiritually alert. If they did not, 
Jesus would come like a thief in the night, an image he used in his earthly ministry to point 
toward his return (Ma. 24:42-44; cf. 1 Thess. 5:1-11; Rev. 16:15). As he, and then Paul, use this 
image, those who are alert, who remain faithful, may be startled by the timing of his arrival, but 
they will not be taken by surprise and they will be ready, spiritually, for his coming in judgment.  
 

B. Second, there is wonderful word of grace here. Jesus would not have called this church 
to wake up and be alert if the deadness they had been experiencing was final. To that end, to each 
of the churches, Jesus begins his prophetic message by identifying something unique about 
himself that they need. What Jesus holds out for Sardis is the person and power of the Holy Spirit 
as he identifies himself as the one who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. Seven is 
the number of completion in the Revelation so seven stars represents the church while the seven 
spirits represent the Holy Spirit in all of his fullness. In other words, Jesus has the Spirit, who the 
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church in any age needs in order to be complete, in order to bear witness to Jesus in the way God 
has called it to.  

 
III. The way to wake up 

A. How, then, was the church in Sardis to wake up to this reality, to wake up to the 
Spirit? Well, like believers in any age since Pentecost, when we come to faith, we receive the gift 
of the Spirit. But though we may begin well (even gaining a good reputation), the NT writers 
warn that we can get stuck in the mud; we can grieve, resist, or quench the Spirit, dispositions 
which will result in our becoming, like the church in Sardis, dangerously close to dead! We can 
make space for the Spirit to “fill” us again, to give him control (cf. Eph. 5:18), by two basic 
actions, both found in v. 3.  

 
1. First: “Remember, then, what you received and heard.” Do you remember from last week and 
our look at Psalm 103 David’s call not to forget who God is and what he has done for us? It keeps 
coming back again and again! The early church recognized this need. Very quickly (by the end of 
Acts 2!), the church was meeting together to break bread, pray, worship, and study the apostles’ 
teaching. They seemed to recognize that to maintain its new identity and purpose, they needed to 
be intentional about the essential realities of the faith which brought it into existence. It’s the 
beginning of waking up to the Spirit, of making ourselves available to his guidance and power. 
 
2. Secondly, once we remember, Jesus charges the church:: “Keep it, and repent.” These are 
really two sides of the same coin. It does no good simply to remember if we don’t seek to put 
what we know into practice. Jesus was very clear about that as he brought his Sermon on the 
Mount to a close” “Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, 
but the one who does the will of my Father. . . Everyone then who hears these words of mine and 
does them will be like one who built his house on the rock” (Ma. 7:21, 24). And as we identify 
what we need to do, we, it will become clear at the same time what we have been doing that we 
should not be doing, and of those things we need to repent, to turn away from our own will to that 
of God’s will, to receive his invitation to change the way we’ve been living and live instead in the 
newness of the life he offers. Through repentance, we wake ourselves up to the guidance and 
power of the Spirit, putting ourselves at the disposal of the one who can help us to keep what we 
have remembered.  
 

B. To those who’ve remembered and repented and seek to keep what they’ve received 
and heard from God, Jesus promises that the Spirit he holds out will now be guiding and 
empowering them, such that the review of their works he submits to the Father will be a favorable 
one, and they will walk victoriously with him in white – forgiven and pure – with their names 
written in the book of life.  

 
C. What’s worth pointing out here for just a moment is how this call to bear witness and 

repent are found together later in the Revelation. Very briefly, in chapter 11, where the church’s 
role in the world is pictured, and the question “What should the church be doing in the ‘crunch 
time’ when the kingdoms of God and this world are colliding?” the answer is that they are to bear 
witness to Jesus. The image that John receives to describe this comes from Zechariah 4, which 
speaks of the need for the power of the Spirit to bear this witness. To this, Jesus adds the need, in 
Rev. 11 add the need for the witnesses to be clothed in sackcloth (11:3). Why sackcloth? It is a 
sign of repentance, and the fact of the matter is that the witness that wins the world is a witness 
born of deep repentance. It is not one that is a judgmental witness, but one that recognizes its own 
sin and bears witness to Jesus from a place of brokenness and grace. That is the witness that will 
win the world. May God breathe his Spirit on us and in us so to do.      


