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Physicists tell us that light travels at a constant rate: 186,000 miles per second. 
Because this universe is so vast, cosmologists have invented a unit of 
measurement called the light year, which is the distance that light travels in a 
year; the math works out to 5.88 trillion miles a year. Because stars are so 
distant from the Earth, it takes that distant starlight many years to travel to the 
Earth. The light of every star that we see twinkling in the night sky was actually 
sent toward the Earth many, many, years ago, maybe even centuries ago. For 
example, the stars that make up the Big Dipper, which is the most famous 
constellation, range from 78 to 123 light years away from the Earth. That means 
that the next time you stand and look up at the night sky, at the Big Dipper, you 
are looking back in time. You are looking, for the most part, at starlight that 
began its journey earthward over a century ago. It is possible that some or many
of the stars in the Big Dipper no longer exist — perhaps one or two of the stars 
in the handle or in the drinking gourd part are already gone. We do not know, 
nor will we know with certainty until that star goes dark. Though a star may not 
exist anymore, the light has been traveling all this time and has not reached us 
yet.

Of the seven churches to which john wrote letters, there are two of which 
nothing positive is said. One of the churches which had no commending 
qualities about it was the church at Sardis. It was a dead church in a dead city.

Now remember, this was an actual church in an actual city, a historical 
place in Asia Minor. 

• But as each of these churches is, this one also is a symbol of dead 
churches throughout all the ages of the church.

• It speaks of a certain kind of church. 
• We have this kind of church today. 
• So as we look at the letter, we’re not only learning history but we’re 

dealing with relevancy for the church today.
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There are really three kinds of churches in any church building. 
• There is the church that they think they are. 
• There is the church that others think they are. 
• But then there's the church that god knows that they are.

The text takes the familiar form of the epistles.

Description of Jesus
• What Jesus knew about the church.
• Jesus’ commands to the church.
• What good was in the church, if any.
• What they needed to do to overcome.

Revelation 3:1-6
“And to the angel of the church in Sardis write: ‘The words of him who 
has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.

“‘I know your works. You have the reputation of being alive, but you are 
dead. 2 Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I 
have not found your works complete in the sight of my God.

This church really had two problems. 
First of all, it was not the church that the world thought that it was. 
Second it wasn't the church that God wanted it to be. 

If we’re not careful a ministry that begins with a dream to serve God. 
• Then becomes a movement. 
• It then becomes a machine. 
• But it then becomes a monument. 

 It was living on a past reputation, but it was a shadow of its former self.

History of the City

• The city of Sardis was the capital of the Lydian empire founded out of the 
Hittite empire sometime in the 12th century B.C.

• Coins were invented in this city in 660 B.C.
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• Sardis was the home of Aesop, who’s fables we all heard as children.

The city of Sardis was famous for three things:

1. Military might.
2. Its place on a trade route.
3. It’s command of the plains of Hermus which were very fertile.

Sardis was located on an outcropping with a 1500 feet sheer drop around the 
cities edges.

• Only a small land bridge connected the outcropping with the rest of the 
country.

• The city was captured several times most notably by the Persians in the 
6th century B.C.

The city was known for its dyed wools and carpets and fabulous wealth.
• King Croesus was said to carry $600,000,000 out of the city when Cyrus 

deposed him.
• Croesus was conquered because he assumed that he was in an 

impregnable place.

While Sardis reached its zenith under Croesus, it also fell under his reign.  
 

• He and the people of the city became complacent in their wealth, their 
power and their city’s apparent invincibility.  

• When that region where  was located came under attack by Cyrus the 
Persian, King Croesus and his people retreated to their city, believing they
were safe.  

• One night, one of the Persian soldiers saw a Sardinian soldier drop his 
helmet over the wall of the city.  He watched as that soldier followed a 
hidden path down the side of the mountain to retrieve his helmet.  

• When nightfall came, Cyrus and his troops followed the hidden path up the
side of the mountain, entered the city while the guards slept and 
conquered .

Today, there are only ruins.

What are the signs of a dying Church?
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A Church is Dying when there is:

I. Activity Without Life Change.
Jesus said, “I know your DEEDS,” so the believers at Sardis were apparently 
busy—but religious busy-ness does not necessarily mean life. 

We must be very careful, because the practice of RELIGION can look very 
much like the real thing but the truth is you can be RELIGIOUSLY RELIGIOUS

• We can attend worship every week and serve on a million committees

• We can LOOK like you are doing the real thing. 

• We can CONVINCE yourself and others that you are the REAL deal…and 
still have NO real faith. 

• RELIGION can be like getting an inoculation against the flu in that it gives 
us enough of the “dead” virus to keep us from getting the live one—the 
real thing.

 Empty religion is like digging your own grave.

2 Timothy 3:5

4 treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God— 5 having a 
form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing to do with such 
people.

A Church is Dying when there is:

II. No RESISTANCE
That may sound odd because the absence of STRUGGLES  sounds like a good
thing

• in fact you may be thinking, “Don’t struggles IMPEDE spiritual growth?” 
• But, ironically the OPPOSITE is true. 
• Churches and individual believers grow BEST when they encounter 

difficulties…because those difficulties tend to force us to turn to God for 
help. 
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• The trials and tribulations that come with living in a fallen world tend to 
stimulate SPIRITUAL, growth—they make our RELATIONSHIP with God 
thrive. 

• They also make the church grow because lost people look at the way we 
cling to our faith…even in hard times and they think, “Hey…that 
Christianity thing must be worth checking out!”

Well, I want you to note—this church in Sardis faced NO persecution—that
we know of.

• There were no orthodox Jewish opponents like the church at Smyrna dealt
with—even though there was a large Jewish population in Sardis.

• There were no Nicolaitans or followers of Balaam teaching heresy there.

• There was no “Jezebel of a woman” in this church.
• There was no threat of compulsory caesar worship like there was in 

Pergamum.
• There were no trade guilds leading the members astray like there were in 

Thyatira.

This church was completely untroubled from without and within. 

• They had no troubles because they were a very UN-troubling church. 

• They didn’t bother the Jews by boldly testifying that Jesus is the Christ—
so the Jews didn’t bother them.

• They didn’t stand up against the immorality of the day so there was no 
need for the false teaching of the Nicolaitans. 

• In fact, according to Heroditus, they apparently went along with the sinful, 
idolatrous lifestyles of their city so joining a trade guild was no problem. 

• In short—the devil didn’t hassle this church—because it was no threat to 
him. 

Sardis was not having problems because it was not a witness to the city.

 They didn’t stand out as salt and light in a  city darkened by sin. but it was like 
the peace you enjoy as you walk through a cemetery or a funeral home. 
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In a growing, vibrant church—a church that is doing it’s part  ministering to it’s 
assigned part of the front lines of God’s kingdom—in a church like that there is 
always difficulty.

There are always problems problems that may be unpleasant but are actually 
signs of life. 

A church that stands up for the Bible will stand out.

Jesus said in:
Luke 6:26, “Woe to you when ALL men speak well of you….for that is how 
their fathers treated the false prophets.”

A man once told this story of his first job. 
Most of my job entailed sweeping the endless hallways and aisles of a huge 
warehouse. One day I complained to my supervisor that an aisle I had cleaned 
just the day before already needed sweeping again. He said, “Adams—don’t 
complain about that dirt. Listen, for you that dirt is JOB SECURITY. If we don’t 
have dirt that needs sweeping—we don’t need you.

A Church is Dying when it:

III. Always focuses on the Past.
You see, this church in Sardis was like the city it served, because it relied on 
PAST successes.

William Barclay writes, “A church is in danger of death when it begins to 
worship its own past.” 

• We should always look back and remember God’s great faithfulness to us 
in the past

• But if we stop following His leadership in the here and now…we will begin 
to die. 

•

God is still working in this world. 
There are GLORY days still ahead! 
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• And it is foolish to miss out on that because we spend all our time thinking 
of “back then.”

• The plain truth is you can’t walk forward while you are facing backward.

Philippians 3:13-14

 Brothers, I do not consider that I have made it my own. But one thing I 
do: forgetting what lies behind and straining forward to what lies 
ahead,14  I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God
in Christ Jesus.

So churches are in danger of becoming lifeless if:

• Action Without Life Change.
• No Resistance
• Always focuses on the Past.

David Elvery’s summary of these and other symptoms of dead or dying 
churches. 

Live churches are constantly changing. Dead churches don’t have to.
Live churches have lots of noisy kids. Dead churches are fairly quiet.

Live churches move out in faith. Dead churches operate totally by 
human sight.
Live churches focus on people. Dead churches focus on programs.

Live churches are filled with givers. Dead churches are filled with 
tippers.
Live churches don’t have ‘can’t’ in their dictionary. Dead churches have
nothing but.

Live churches strategize about vital kingdom issues. Dead churches 
focus on the mundane.
Live churches evangelize. Dead churches fossilize.”

IV. The Cure
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Revelation 3:3
  Remember, then, what you received and heard. Keep it, and repent. If 
you will not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what
hour I will come against you. 

A: Remember 

Remembering the truth found in the Bible is key. 
• When we take time to know the Scriptures, with the help of the Holy Spirit
• This can help us in the decisions we make and sustain us through trials. 
• We also see God's goodness, faithfulness and how He remembers His 

people from beginning to end throughout its pages. 
• It's where we get to know the Lord and find out more of who we are in 

relation to Him. 

The Lord speaks to us through the Bible - it is living and active, discerning the 
thoughts and intentions of the heart

Hebrews 4:12, 
"For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, 
piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and 
discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart." ... It is able to judge the 
thoughts and intentions of the heart."

B: Keep 

Just look at how double-ness inside us takes shape outside us:

James 1:22

“But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” 

• We can be divided between hearing and doing. 

• We love hearing, but we don’t find it so easy to do. 

• We split them off one from the other. 
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We like being in church and we loved the sermon, but by Tuesday we’re 
struggling (again) to do what God told us to do. Why is that?

C: Repent
The importance of repentance is hard to overstate. After all, Jesus’s first public 
exhortation was “Repent!” (Mark 1:15)—and if it was that high on Jesus’s list, we 
probably should pay attention too.

If you will not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at 
what hour I will come against you. 

1. Be honest about your need for repentance.

2. Acknowledge the danger of sin and damage of guilt.

3. Confess fully. (We can’t hide from God anyway)

4. Hide in God.

• Adam and Eve hid behind inadequate, self-made coverings to mask their 
sin and shame. 

• We too often hide behind self-made righteousness in order to make 
ourselves appear more acceptable than we really are. 

• If you want to change, to really change—which, by the way, is the mark of 
true repentance—then you must hide in God alone.

5. Seize the hope

How can you be sure God will forgive you? His unfailing love.

• His promise to Adam and Eve to crush the enemy
• His promise to Abraham to claim and protect a people
• His promise to Moses to provide a way for sinful humans to meaningfully 

relate to a holy God
• His promise to David to provide a once-and-for-all eternal King for his 

people
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Conclusion:
Revelation 3:4-6
4 Yet you have still a few names in Sardis, people who have not soiled 
their garments, and they will walk with me in white, for they are worthy. 5 
The one who conquers will be clothed thus in white garments, and I will 
never blot his name out of the book of life. I will confess his name before 
my Father and before his angels. 6 He who has an ear, let him hear what 
the Spirit says to the churches.’
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