
Noon Bible Study: Revelation 3: Sardis
Revelation 3:1-6 - Sardis

“The glory of Sardis lay in the past. In the sixth Century BC, she had been the capital city of the kingdom of Lydia and 
later a center of Persian government. In New Testament times she had sunk to relative obscurity. Her one claim to 
prominence was that she provided the meeting place of several major Roman roads, and was an important industrial 
center, the home of Woolen and dyed goods.” ((George Eldon Ladd, “A Commentary On The Revelation”, page 55).

Sardis was also known as where modern currency was created.  During the reign of its greatest king, Croesus (cree-sus), the city 
developed a way to separate silver and gold and create very pure items out of these precious metals.  As a result, the city in 
the mid 500’s BC was very wealthy.

Sardis was formerly the capital of a kingdom and the center of an empire. Now she was just a common city in the Roman empire.  
The city of Sardis, no longer a gloriously important city, had a reputation of being something special in the past that was no 
longer true in the present.

Jesus introduces himself to the church in Sardis reminding them that he is the one with the “seven spirits of God” and the “seven 
stars”.  As we saw from Revelation 1, these are images which relate to the churches themselves.  Jesus has these churches, knows 
these churches, and sees these churches.  While we know there is one Holy Spirit from God, the spirit is speaking to each church 
uniquely and specially (thus the idea that there are seven spirits from God).

v. 1 - “I know your deeds…”

Jesus said “I know your deeds”.  Sardis had a “name that is alive, but you are dead!”  The language “you have a name that is 
alive” is most likely talking about their reputation (ESV, NLT, CSB, NIV: “a reputation”).

At first glance it seems like there is good to commend in Sardis, but in reality, most of it is only surface level.  Everyone looks 
at Sardis and assumes there is life - everyone except Jesus. He sees what is really going on.

Like the plot of the terrible 1989 movie “Weekend at Bernies” there was an appearance of a living faith, but the Lord knew what 
was really going on inside.  Jesus’ emphasis here and elsewhere is on their “deeds” - of course we know deeds are an expression of 
the heart and will, but Jesus doesn’t use the phrase popular in some evangelical circles “Well, God knows my heart…” as of to 
imply that the outward, observable life of a Christian does matter because afterall, “the LORD looketh at the heart” ( 1 
Samuel 16:7).  Yes, the LORD does know what is going on in the heart, but also observes the deeds of his people as an indication 
of how things are going in the heart.

v. 2 - wake up, strengthen the things that remain, you’re not done yet

“The church was not troubled by persecution; it was not distrubed by heresy; it was not distressed by Jewish opposition; 
it was well known as an active, vigorous Christian congregation, characterized by good works and charitable 
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activities.  But in the sight of God, all of these religious activities were a failure because they were only formal and 
external, and not infused with the life-giving Holy Spirit” (George Eldon Ladd, “A Commentary On The Revelation of John” 
page 56)

The remedy for the church’s problem is that they are asleep, nearing the sleep of death itself!  Jesus calls them to “wake up and 
strengthen the things that remain” or “strengthen the things…that are about to die”.  Why the call to “wake up” (Greek 
γρηγορέω gregoreo, meaning be alert, keep watch)?

“Two times in its history the city fell because of lack of vigilance. The city was built on a mountain; the Acropolis 
built on a spur of the mountain. It seemed Invincible. The city was never taken by direct military assault. But twice it 
became too comfortable, too at ease. In 549 BC, Cyrus captured the Acropolis by sending a climber up a crevice of one of 
the perpendicular walls of the Fortress. And then in 218 BC, Antiochus the great captured the city as a band of 15 men 
sneaked up a wall and into the Fortress, opening the gates from within. The history of Sardis teaches us that we are 
never more in danger of falling then when feeling comfortable and at ease.” ( (Darrell, W. Johnson, “Discipleship on the 
Edge,” page 100)

Sardis attacked 2x by foreighn armies.  WHY?  The watchman on the walls of the city wasn't watching.  As a result of their lack 
of watchfulness, enemies were able to come in and defeat them, and destroy the city.  This was a commonly known record that 
was tied to the city’s history and identity.  Jesus uses the local history to call the sleepy Christians of Sardis to wake up and 
remember what He has already spoken to them (the gospel).

If they don’t wake up and get up, there is going to be trouble.

v. 3 - Remember what you have received and heard, keep it and repent - or else.

The rebuke of Sardis isn’t that they need to do something they have never done before, that they follow through with what they 
already knew and had done!  There is some flexibility to the Greek word (πῶς pos) used here to say “remember what you have 
received” - it could also be translated “remember how you received”.  They need to remember how they responded when they first 
heard the gospel and not get lazy, apathetic or spiritually dull. 

But if they don’t wake up, Jesus will come to them “like a thief.”  This phrase “like a thief” is never used in a positive way.  To 
be a “good” thief, one comes at an unplanned hour, when the owner of the property is unaware, not around, or sleeping.  
According to Security company ADT and Jacksonville State University:

“...most home burglaries occur between 10 in the morning and 3 in the afternoon. However, an investigative report out of 
Portland for KGW News found that some burglars preferred the specific window of 12:30 to 2:30 pm because they wouldn’t 
be interrupted by someone coming home for lunch and school would still be in session. (adt.com/resources/when-do-most-
burglaries-occur)

In our modern world, this makes sense for people are not home during these hours.  In the ancient world, when someone was most 
likely always home, or closeby, working or caring for children or animals, night time would be the time when people weren’t 
watching.  Jesus repeats a phrase to Sardis which he has used many times before and that the other New Testament writers 
reference:
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Matthew 24:43-44 - "But be sure of this, that if the head of the house had known at what time of the night the thief was coming, 
he would have been on the alert and would not have allowed his house to be broken into. 44 "For this reason you also must be 
ready; for the Son of Man is coming at an hour when you do not think He will.

Luke 12:37-40 - "Blessed are those slaves whom the master will find on the alert when he comes; truly I say to you, that he will 
gird himself to serve, and have them recline at the table, and will come up and wait on them. 38 "Whether he comes in the second 
watch, or even in the third, and finds them so, blessed are those slaves. 39 "But be sure of this, that if the head of the house 
had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have allowed his house to be broken into. 40 "You too, be ready; for 
the Son of Man is coming at an hour that you do not expect."

1 Thessalonians 5:2-4 - For you yourselves know full well that the day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night. 3 
While they are saying, "Peace and safety!" then destruction will come upon them suddenly like labor pains upon a woman with 
child, and they will not escape. 4 But you, brethren, are not in darkness, that the day would overtake you like a thief;

2 Peter 3:10 - But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, in which the heavens will pass away with a roar and the elements 
will be destroyed with intense heat, and the earth and its works will be burned up.

The concept of Jesus coming “like a thief” is not so much that he will come suddenly, but will come unexpectedly because of lack 
of watching.  In the case of Sardis, if they don’t wake up, Christ may visit them in some way - and if they ultimately stay asleep 
in a spiritual coma, when he comes again in glory, they will not be ready to stand before him.

v. 4 - A few people in Sardis who have not soiled their garments

Similar to Thyatira, not everyone is asleep.  Jesus says there are “a few people” (literally: “a few names”) who have not “soiled 
their garments” a visually rich way to say they haven’t sinned.  If they stay on this path, they will ‘walk with Christ…” in 
white garments.  Perhaps this is a call to those who are still pure to sound the alarm to their sleeping siblings.

These few who remain pure are going to walk with Jesus in white, for they are worthy.  The word used for “worthy” (ἄξιος 
axios) was a word used when something was measured correctly.  Much of Sardis was “incomplete” (v. 2), but a few were not.

v. 5 - Reward/Promise: clothes in white garments.  Will not erase his name from the book of life

The reward for those who overcome can be pulled from verse 4 (white robes, walking with Christ) and also not having your name 
erased fro the book of life.  Additionally, Jesus remarkably says “I will confess his name before my father and before his 
angels.”  That’s pretty cool.

There is a lot of talk about “name” in this section - the word is used 4x (v. 1, v 4 (people), verse 5 twice - erased name and 
confess name).  Jesus knows the real name of the church.  Jesus knows the name of the people who are holy.  Jesus knows the name 
of the names written in the book of life and will confess the name of those who overcome to God.   This implies the personal and 
actual knowing of the church by Jesus and the importance of each individual to him.

Q - What do you think of the promises given here to those who overcome?
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A final consideration of the reward and promise to those who overcome. In part, the promise to Sardis is slightly different than 
the other promises we have read so far.  The other churches were encouraged by the hope of ‘eating from the tree of life in the 
paradise of God (Ephesus 2:7)” or being given hidden manna, new names, white stones (Pergamum, 2:17) or the morning star 
(Thyatira, 2:28).

Sardis is told that if they overcome, their names won’t be erased from the book of life.  How perilous must the situation be for 
them?!  In some sense the promises they are given are not new.  Being clothed in white and being confessed before God have their 
roots in Rabbi Jesus’ teaching ministry.  Those were promises every Christian would claim and cling to.  However, Sardis needs to 
“remember what you have received and heard and keep it and repent (3:3)”.  They don’t need a new promise.  The need to remember 
the promise they already have.  In fact, the promise they have is hanging in the balance because of their apathy and spiritual 
slumber - the promise that their name would be written in the book of life is not a done deal.

We don’t always need new incentives to live our lives for God.  Sometimes we need to wake up to the reality of what we’ve 
already been promised.

We have things to take away as we conclude the shortest letter of the 7 written to the churches.

What a tragedy to be a church that appears to be alive, but in reality is dead.  What a tragedy to have a reputation of health 
when in reality you are terminally sick.  This is an important lesson to learn from Sardis in the first century.  How could they 
have had a reputation for being alive and awake but when in fact they were dying and asleep?

Well, what are the metrics we use for good church health?  Congregation size?  Financials and budgets?  Programs? Website 
visits and sermon views?  Do those things matter to Jesus?  I think they do.  I think it is good to rejoice when a church grows. I 
think it is good to rejoice when people are giving and needs are being met. I think programs are good and website traffic can be 
an exciting window into the church’s reach.

But, as we have seen already in Jesus’ letters to his churches, these things are not the metric’s Jesus cares about.  Jesus cares 
about love (2:4), obedience (2:19), holiness (2:20), truth (2:2, 24).  Jesus wants us to hold fast to the gospel message (3:2).  
Jesus wants us to endure trials well (2:10).

In our image-obsessed world, it is easy to subtly drift away from what matters to God and Christ and emphasize what can be 
seen, measured and obvious.  Does a large congregation mean a large number of spirit filled, gospel believing disciples of Jesus?  
Not necessarily.   Does a large building or large budget mean the lost are being found and saved?  Not necessarily.  Does a cool 
website or tons of youtube views mean truth is being proclaimed?  Not necessarily.  Does activity imply alive-ness?  Not 
necessarily.

While we shouldn’t dismiss those things in and of themselves, we must maintain our focus on what the Bible tells us matters in 
the end. A couple that despises each other can live in a beautiful house.  Someone can drive a nice car on their way to rob a 
bank.  The point is, Scripture always emphasizes what is happening on the inside of a person, and by extension what is happening 
on the inside of God’s people collectively as a church.

And Sardis appeared to be alive, but was dead.
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Jesus’ promises to “confess their name before his father and the angels”.  This is a reward here for those who overcome.  In the 
gospels, this was a promise made to those who confessed Christ before others:

Matthew 10:32-33 - "Therefore everyone who confesses Me before men, I will also confess him before My Father who is in 
heaven. 33 "But whoever denies Me before men, I will also deny him before My Father who is in heaven.

Perhaps Sardis was more concerned with their own reputation than the reputation of their Lord. This is a slow fade path to death.

So what matters to you?  What is important?  What should our church be known for?  What are we prioritizing?  Where do we need 
to make adjustments?  Where are we asleep at the wheel?  Where are we making decisions by indecision?  Where are we staining 
our garments?  Where do we need to repent?  Where do we need to wake up?

Being a person, or church that is well-known is appealing. Everyone wants to be liked and appreciated.  But being known by God 
is everything.  Having a good reputation is appealing, but having your name recorded in the book of life is eternal.   Having 
other people talk about how great you are is nice, but having Jesus speak your name to His Father and the angelic hosts is 
staggeringly spectacular.

Living Faith Christian Church | Warwick, Rhode Island | livingfaithri.org/noon

https://livingfaithri.org/noon/

