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                         The Seven Churches of Revelation –  

                  No.5 Sardis: The Dead Church 

 
Introduction & recap: 
The seven churches in Revelation chapters 2 and 3 are Jesus’ own words 
to the church and are the main prophetic message for her throughout the 
ages. Studying them gives us a clear vision of what Jesus wants His 
church to be. Here is a résumé of the first four churches: 
 

The name of the first 
church, Ephesus, meant 
“desirable” and “first”, 
representing the early 
church. Jesus told the 
church that she had 
good works but had lost 
her first love, without 
which she ceased to be 
pleasing to Him. Today 
we also need to be 
careful to maintain that 

first love and not just fall into a routine of good works without real love (see 
also 1 Corinthians 13). We are instructed to “repent and do the things you 
did at first.” This was to meet together daily, praising God and loving one 
another. 
 
The second church, which is Smyrna, meant “suffering” and represented 
the church that suffered continually, including ten brutal persecutions under 
the Roman Emperors during the first three centuries. They were 
encouraged to “be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you 
your victor’s crown”. There is an even greater quantity of believers around 
the world today who are suffering greatly for their faith, being imprisoned, 
tortured and killed. Let’s pray for them and when opportunity arises get 
involved in helping them. Let’s also embrace the trial of our faith with joy 
(James 1:2-4)  
 
The third church, Pergamos, represented a pivotal event in about 313 AD. 
Pergamos means “marriage” or “union” and it was the marriage between 
the church and state, when Constantine, Emperor of the Roman Empire 
entered the church in a place of honour; this was to spell the beginning of 
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State Churches, which have continued until this day.  
 
The fourth church, Thyatira, was the fruit of that marriage between the 
world and the church. This generated much confusion and compromise. 
While there were still genuine lovers of Jesus Christ, hoards came into the 
church who were there because their relations were, or as an insurance 
policy or because they loved ceremony and ritual. The church in Thyatira 
represents this attitude today and there is a great blurring of the simplicity 
of the Gospel as a result. 
 
Now we’ll look at Sardis which represents a move back to pure truth: 
 
“To the angel of the church in Sardis write: These are the words of him who 
holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you 
have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. Wake up! Strengthen 
what remains and is about to die, for I have found your deeds unfinished in 
the sight of my God. Remember, therefore, what you have received and 
heard; hold it fast, and repent. 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. Yet you have a 
few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with 
me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. The one who is victorious will, 
like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out the name of that person 
from the book of life, but will acknowledge that name before my Father and 
his angels. Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the 
churches. 

Let’s examine each section in detail: 
 
“To the angel of the church in Sardis write: 
Sardis means “those who come out” and also “remains”. Both definitions fit 
some of the words spoken by Jesus here: 

These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the 
seven stars. 
Here Jesus introduces Himself in a general way, which implies that the 
message to this church is particularly for all churches today. 
 
I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. 
Historically this church is taken to be the church of the reformation, coming 
out of the state church, principally because it had discovered the errors of 
salvation by works and the truth of salvation by faith. They therefore had 
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the truth and proclaimed it. There is no mention of false doctrine here. 
However, they were dead, or nearly so. 
 
This church had a reputation that it was alive but in fact it was dead. 
Astronomers tell us that the light from the polar star takes years to reach 
the earth. What that means is that star could have been plunged into 
darkness years ago and its light would still be pouring down to earth. It 
would be shining in the sky tonight as brightly as if nothing had happened. 
It could be a dead star, but we wouldn't know it was dead. The church at 
Sardis was like that. It had a name. The name appeared to say it was alive. 
It was shining solely by the light of its brilliant past. But in the present it was 
dead.  
 
Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have found 
your deeds unfinished in the sight of my God. 
The maintenance of sound doctrine, while vital, is not enough to please 
God; rather it is our deeds. They thought jealously guarding the truth of the 
scripture was enough, but as we have learned from Ephesus, it is genuine 
love for Jesus shown by our deeds that counts. When Jesus was asked 
what was the greatest commandment he answered “Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength and 
with all your mind'; and, 'Love your neighbour as yourself.”  
 
Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; hold it fast, and 
repent.  
What had they received and heard? It was to love God with all their heart 
and to love one another. It was for each person to consider himself first as 
part of the body of Christ and second as an individual. This was 
exemplified in the first church at Pentecost where they spent every day in 
the temple courts and in each other’s homes, “praising God and enjoying 
the favour of all the people, and the Lord added to their number those who 
were being saved.” (Acts 2). 
 
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. 
In Matthew 24 the Lord elaborates on the fact that He will come when we 
are not expecting Him. We are to live each moment as though it could be 
the last, constantly being awake and serving Him.  

Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. 
They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. The one who 
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is victorious will, like them, be dressed in white. In the dead church 
preoccupied with maintaining sound doctrine but without the vibrancy of the 
body of Christ, there are always those who are genuinely full of faith and 
walk cleanly. Whatever church we find ourselves in, each one of us as 
individuals can still walk blamelessly, seeking to love the Lord.  
 
I will never blot out the name of that person from the book of life, but will 
acknowledge that name before my Father and his angels.  
This is a tremendous promise; eternal life comes by faith in Jesus but is 
proven by our desire to walk in holiness and love before the Lord. It is 
holiness with humility. Jesus wants genuine holiness; when he says that 
the Pharisees fast openly and pray on street corners but their hearts are far 

from him; he tells us 
to fast and pray in 
secret, hiding it from 
others; anointing 
ourselves with the 
oil of gladness when 
we fast. Jesus says 
that if we do this 
then our reward will 
be an open one for 
all to see. 
 
Whoever has ears, 
let them hear what 
the Spirit says to the 
churches. 

This phrase was written to all seven churches, showing clearly that all the 
messages are for us today. 
 
Conclusion: 
The church in Sardis had a reputation for being alive but was in fact dead 
as they didn’t put into practice the love they believed in. May we take 
warning from this and seek to Love Him and each other daily.  
 
The next church we will look at is Philadelphia, the church after God’s 
heart. 
 
 
Songs: We’re looking to your promise of old (Send revival, start with me.) 


