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Sick and Dying in Sardis 

[Announce text] Please turn with me to Revelation 3:1-6 

[Scripture introduction] If this is your first Sunday here, we are going through a 
series on Jesus’ instructions to seven, real historic churches in Asia Minor- modern 
day Turkey. Real churches with real people and real problems. And just like any 
two churches in the world, there are different strengths and weaknesses from 
church to church. I highly recommend going back and listening to the sermons 
over the last four weeks by Pastor Jeff and Pastor Dave Nelson. They have been 
edifying, enlightening, and encouraging to me. This week we turn to the fifth of 
the seven churches- the church at Sardis.  

[Prayer for Illumination] Before we do, please pray with me once more… 

[Introduction] In recent years I’ve learned that there are two types of people in 
this world. Those that use WebMD and those that don’t. If there was ever a time 
when someone could have too much information it’s when they are on that 
website. You started coughing yesterday, you visit WebMD, you have 
Emphysema- time to update your will. You have a headache, you check WebMD, 
you have a brain tumor. Your stomach hurts, you use WebMD’s symptom 
checker- and you have Crohn’s Disease, in fact, if you have any symptoms and 
check WebMD you almost always have Crohn’s Disease. If you can’t tell, I’m one 
of those people that use WebMD. But each time that website is used the question 
that ultimately matters is: Is this diagnosis reality? Do I really have this 
diagnosis?  

But if the diagnosis is correct, then we can look for a treatment, a remedy, a 
prescription. If we have the right diagnosis, we can receive the proper 
prescription, and if we receive the proper prescription we are likely to make a full 
recovery. If we get the diagnosis wrong, if what we think is happening with us 
isn’t reality, then we won’t know where to look for the cure.   

In this passage of God’s Word we get a tremendous opportunity. We get a picture 
of reality. We get to walk down the hallway of the hospital, enter a room, and 
listen to a real doctor- Jesus, the Great Physician- diagnose the reality of illness 
that the Church at Sardis suffers from. Not what the Sardians or others think that 
the health of their church is in, but what the true reality of their situation is. The 
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Church at Sardis did not see things the way God does, and we, likewise, can have 
the same tendency. So we should listen carefully because it’s possible that we are 
suffering from the same symptoms and we need the same treatment. Are we 
really seeing ourselves and our local church the way God sees it? Not what those 
around us tell us, not what we self-diagnose, but what God sees. And what God 
sees is reality. So in Revelation 3:1-6 Jesus is telling us today that: 

[Proposition] Repentance must be our reality. 

[Billboard] In order to see that repentance must be our reality, I want to bring out 
three main points: A diagnosis of God’s Reality, a prescription of God’s Remedy, 
and third: a full recovery with God’s reward. A diagnosis, a prescription, and a 
recovery.  

First: 

[Main Point 1] A diagnosis of God’s Reality 

Look with me at vv. 1-3 of Revelation chapter 3: 

“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. 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. 

These three verses point out three symptoms of the true reality of the disease 
that is infecting the church at Sardis. 

[Subpoint 1] Symptom 1: Death. 

Look with me at the last sentence of v. 1: You have the reputation of being alive, 
but you are dead.  

I’m not a doctor but I think death is the sort of symptom that I could probably 
diagnose. If someone walked me into a morgue and asked what I thought might 
be wrong with the people in there- my answer would be, “Well, they are dead.” 
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But this is something the Church at Sardis could not diagnose for themselves. 
They were unaware of their spiritual reality, and they suffer from the worst 
possible symptom: Death itself.  

That symptom, in itself, should be more than enough to be concerned. But there 
are more. 

[Subpoint 2] Symptom 2: Incompleteness. 

Look with me at v. 2: Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die, 
for I have not found your works complete in the sight of God. 

Here we see that Jesus is looking over the works of the Sardians and after 
searching and searching- turning over every stone and looking in every drawer- 
their works are not complete. The word for “complete” carries a meaning of both 
quantity and quality. There aren’t enough works and the works aren’t good 
enough- the works aren’t fulfilled- and this isn’t just anyone’s opinion- this is in 
God’s sight. This is the reality. This is a bad symptom. 

So in God’s diagnosis- which is true reality- we have symptoms of death and 
incompleteness but we also have… 

[Subpoint 3] Symptom 3: Danger. 

Look with me at v. 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.  

Symptoms endanger us- they can kill you. You catch the flu and the virus causes 
the symptom of inflammation in your lungs, and then you can’t breathe. Was it 
the virus that killed you or was it the symptom of the virus? The same is 
happening here in v. 3 where Jesus gives the diagnosis that the Sardians and 
anyone like them are in danger. The reality is that we’ve been diagnosed with 
symptoms by God Himself, and one of those symptoms is that Jesus is coming- 
and coming to judge. Your souls are in danger Sardis! You aren’t prepared! I’m 
coming for you and I’m coming against you! 

[Illustration] Twice I’ve been diagnosed with cancers. Both times, when I was 
exhibiting symptoms, I had different people tell me- you know, it’s probably 
nothing. Look at you- you are young and strong. You can hike or play golf, or work 
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construction, and you don’t even get tired- I’m sure it’s nothing. Swollen glands- 
probably just a little virus. Nothing to worry about. But these words were not 
reality! It didn’t matter what people thought- what mattered was what was real- 
what mattered was the real diagnosis. 

[Application] It poses questions for us though doesn’t it? Are we as individuals 
and as a corporate church really as healthy as we think we are? Sure, you know 
the right answers and affiliate with the right sorts of people and dress the right 
way and smell good and go to home group and serve in the nursery and preach 
sermons and tell the truth- and those are all good things- but could it be that we 
are suffering from the same symptoms of the Church at Sardis? Could it be true 
that we are dead or dying and in danger and we don’t know it? Let’s pray that we 
aren’t. 

Additionally, some of you here are in a dangerous place- maybe this whole 
church, I don’t know. Because what you care about is what other people say 
about you- your reputation- and you don’t really care about reality. The Sardians 
had a reputation- a name- of being alive but the reality was that that church was 
dead. Is that how we are? As long as we check 8 of Mark Dever’s 9 Marks of a 
Healthy Church- are we good? That’s the sort of thing we can prove to people if 
they ask- right? Or maybe in your job, you know your business and success is all 
about satisfying customers and getting referrals and building a reputation of 
reliability? Or maybe you are concerned about the impression your church makes 
to outsiders because they hold stances that are contrary to popular opinion- and 
it makes you nervous? In these cases it’s easy to care about our reputation at the 
expense of what really matters to God. Yes, build a positive reputation- but learn 
from Sardis that reputations are not always God’s reality. Sardis had a great 
reputation with people but Jesus gives Sardis no commendation at all- only a 
rebuke and diagnosis. 

[Transition] If we step back into the hospital room, we’ve now heard Jesus deliver 
the reality of a seemingly terminal diagnosis. But the doctor is still speaking. Let’s 
listen now to our second main point: 

[Main Point 2] A prescription of God’s Remedy 

Jesus cares for Sardis, and he cares for us- so He offers a prescription- a remedy to 
our diagnosis and it contains multiple medicines. Let’s look at what He prescribes: 
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[Subpoint 1] A dose of awareness 

Look with me again at vv. 2-3- Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is 
about to die, for I have not found your works complete in the sight of God. 
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. 

Wake up! Jesus says it twice. Be aware! Look around! Look at yourselves! Get off 
your phones and turn off your screens- don’t you see that you are dying? Wake 
up! Take your dose of awareness. Examine yourself! Are you really alive, Sardis? 
Are you getting stronger GCF? Do we need a shot to the arm? 

[Transition] Awareness is prescribed, we need a dose of that, we also need 

[Subpoint 2] A dose of remembrance 

Look with me again at the beginning of v. 3- Remember, then, what you received 
and heard. Keep it, and repent. Jesus says to the Sardians, you don’t need new 
medicine- you’ve already received it. It’s in the medicine cabinet. It’s the gospel! 
Pull it out of the cupboard and take it- daily! Remember that life has come 
through the grace of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection. Remember. Jesus has 
overcome the symptoms of death, danger, and incomplete and insufficient works. 
Don’t forget! But we do forget, don’t we? We forget and it kills us. We need to 
remember. 

[Transition] So God’s Remedy prescribes awareness and remembrance but it also 
requires  

[Subpoint 3] A dose of repentance. 

Look once more at v. 3- Remember, then, what you received and heard. Keep it, 
and repent.  

If you have a deadly disease you cannot do nothing and expect to survive. 
Something must change. When the deadly disease is sin and self- it is you that 
must change. If you are a captive to sin, reputation does not matter- what 
matters is reality. Repentance must be our reality.  
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[Illustration] The city of Sardis was once a powerful and influential city in the 
centuries before this letter was written. The city was composed of two parts. A 
larger, low-lying metropolis and there was a smaller area on a hill surrounded by 
steep cliffs that would be the place of refuge and defense when they were 
attacked. The cliffs surrounded the city on three sides and they were impossible 
to scale. Sardis had a reputation that it was impossible to be taken. But 
Herodotus, the man known to the Greeks as the Father of History, tells a story 
about how they were defeated. 

While under siege by the Persian army in the 6th Century BC, a Sardian soldier 
dropped his helmet and snuck out of the city and down a steep path between the 
cliffs and retrieved it unseen- or so he thought. The Persians saw the event unfold 
and under the cover of night snuck through the gaps used by the Sardian soldier, 
invaded, and conquered Sardis. The soldiers of Sardis weren’t even defending the 
city, they thought they were safe. They were unaware. Amazingly, a few 
generations later, Sardis was under siege and the same exact thing happened 
again! Defeated through the same weakness, without being ready and prepared. 
They did not remember! This was the legacy of the once great Sardis- DEFEATED 
because they were unaware and failed to remember. Now the church found itself 
struggling in the same ways as the city it was named for.  

[Application] But how can we avoid the same issues? How can we receive God’s 
prescriptions of awareness, remembrance, and repentance if our true diagnosis is 
that we are dead? If we’re dead, we can’t even take the pills out of the bottle or 
put the medicine spoon to our mouths. The power in the prescription for all of 
this is actually found in the very beginning of v.1. Look with me: 

“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… 

This is Jesus. Jesus is saying that he holds the power of the fulness of the Holy 
Spirit (that’s what the number seven means in this context) and has unlimited 
supernatural power at His disposal. It’s in His hands. He is ready, able, and willing 
to pour Him out in blessing. To make the dead alive, to make the incomplete 
perfect, and to make the endangered aware. To empower the sinner to repent. 
You cannot heal yourself, but Jesus has the means to make it possible.  
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What do you need to repent of today? The Sardians had a reputation with others 
that seemed to say that they were repenting- but it wasn’t their reality. 
Repentance must be our reality. It doesn’t matter if people think you are 
repenting – what matters is if you are really repenting of sin. I’ve heard it said that 
partial repentance is like partial pregnancy- it’s impossible to be a little bit 
pregnant. You either are repenting of sin or you aren’t. Maybe you don’t know 
what it means to repent- I like the way Heath Lambert puts it in his book Finally 
Free where he uses the acronym CAR. C-Confess your sin. A- acknowledge God’s 
forgiveness of your sin through the work of Christ alone. And R- request Jesus’ 
power to change.  

Maybe you need to repent of how you use your time- you simply waste it with 
entertainment and spend none of it pursuing Christ. Perhaps you have found 
yourself loving money- looking for the comfort and power that it can bring you as 
your hope. You’re striving after it. Maybe there’s a relationship that you know is 
pulling you away from your relationship with Jesus- you can make all kinds of 
excuses, but God knows your heart- He sees reality- and repentance isn’t your 
reality. Perhaps you are resisting the authorities God has put in your life- you feel 
like you know better than your boss, or the police, or your parents. You can look 
like a good person on the outside- but God sees reality and you aren’t repenting 
of your sin.  

In a room this size, odds are that there are some of you here who are content 
with your reputation and you know that repentance isn’t your reality. And truth 
be told you don’t care if repentance is the prescription that God has given to heal 
you- and you don’t think it’s worth the price you’ll have to pay. But it is worth the 
cost of repenting of sin and we’re about to see why. 

[Transition] The doctor has told us we’re terminally sick and He’s prescribed us a 
remedy. But what would it look like if the treatment actually worked? What if we 
really were able to be healed and walk out of the hospital with life ahead of us? 
God tells us with our third point. We receive: 

 [Main Point 3] A full recovery with God’s Reward 

Jesus tells us what some select few in Sardis experience, and it is glorious. It 
applies to those who have made repentance their reality. He promises a full and 
forever recovery, with no fear of laying in the sickbed ever again.  
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We see this recovery in two main ways. 

[Subpoint 1] First, we receive Recovery from our sin. 

Look with me at v. 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. 

Notice where it says that there are some in Sardis who have not soiled their 
garments and they will walk in white. This is a reference to cleansing from sin. The 
guilt of sin is gone, the power of sin is gone. These Christians are walking in purity. 
If we take God’s prescription, we will receive a full recovery from our sin! But it 
gets better. 

[Subpoint 2] Second, we receive recovery from our shame. 

Look with me at vv. 4-5- 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. 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. 

Sin brings shame. If you told the people next to you about the worst things you’ve 
done- you know you would feel ashamed. But here, Jesus, who knows your works 
(v.1) states that if you are one of those who have made repentance your reality- 
YOU ARE WORTHY. How is this possible? How do we find ourselves covered in the 
unsoiled white robes given to the worthy? The text says that we will be clothed. 
Notice the passive voice there- Jesus is not saying, “Clothe yourself,” He says that 
we “will be clothed.” Someone must and will dress us.  

This is the good news today. Jesus is worthy. He lived a life that was always 
worthy- fulfilling all of God’s commands. Always loving God. Always loving His 
neighbor. Always hating sin. Jesus is worthy. Later in Revelation 7:14, we’re told 
that we wash our garments white in the blood of the lamb. You would expect red 
blood to stain garments. But the blood of Jesus, the Lamb of God who takes away 
the sin of the world- makes our garments white. This is because Jesus removed 
the soil of sin from the garments of our lives when He died on the cross as a 
substitute for sinners like the Sardians and like you and me. His death fully paid 
the penalty of all those who would and will make repentance their reality by 
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exhausting the punishment of God’s wrath in their place. Jesus does not come 
against believers like a thief in the night.   

The moment you truly repent of sin and trust in Jesus- you then become clothed 
in the very righteousness of Christ- and you are considered worthy. Jesus calls 
you worthy. We are worthy because of Christ’s worthiness. This removes all 
shame. Look at what Jesus says: I will confess his name before my father and 
before his angels. Jesus is the opposite of ashamed of you when you make 
repentance your reality- He identifies with you! He is joyful to associate with you, 
to tell others that He is with you. What he says about the patriarchs in Hebrews 
11:16 applies to you-  

But as it is, they desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one. Therefore God is 
not ashamed to be called their God, for he has prepared for them a city.  

I mentioned in a sermon several months ago that I think a lot about the 
adjustment Adam and Eve had to go through after their sin and the earth-
shattering consequences that followed. I imagine them telling their grandchildren 
about the things they missed about Eden. And I’m sure one of those things that 
they missed the most is what Genesis 3 tells us: That God used to walk in the 
garden with them. But then they sinned, and were ashamed, and searched for fig 
leaves to cover their nakedness. I’m sure they longed to go back in time and 
experience that again- to walk with God without shame. Here we are told that 
those who have made repentance their reality will not be ashamed of how they 
look, but be clothed, and they will walk with Jesus in white- without shame.  

The Church at Sardis had a reputation we are told in v.1, another way of saying 
that they had “a name” with the people around them. But the tricky thing about 
reputations are that they can be lost. Robert DeNiro said many things before he 
used profanity against President Trump in recent weeks. He is quoted as saying: 

Reputation, you know- a lifetime to build, seconds to destroy. 

And there is truth in that. We all have seen the wreckage that comes from one 
bad decision. One careless word. One tweet lacking self-control. We do that and 
we lose our reputation. We do that and we lose our name. Sardians probably 
worried about that, I know that we do- I do. But Jesus tells us to quit worrying 
about the name and reputation others give us- what matters is reality. And Jesus 
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comforts us from the fear of possible shame that can come from losing our good 
names. Jesus tells us to focus on reality. And he tells us that there are those in 
Sardis, and those in Spokane, and soon enough those from every part of the 
earth- whose names He will confess before God and these names will NEVER be 
blotted out of the book of life. When you make repentance your reality your 
name is eternally protected by the risen Christ. Shame is gone. Fear of man 
should disappear soon after. Make repentance your reality and you will receive 
this reward.  

In closing, I have a few final words- six of the letters to the seven churches end 
with what we see in v. 6- 

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 

Are you listening to what’s being said? This week I cooked macaroni and cheese 
for my kids. One of my daughters ate the other food on her plate and then when 
she got to the macaroni it had cooled. She would only eat it if it was warmer. So I 
put it in the microwave, heated it up, and put it back on her plate. She then had 
to go to the bathroom, so she got up and ran to the bathroom and came back a 
couple minutes later. And her macaroni was too cold again. 

v.6 is here because some of you are hearing that you must make repentance your 
reality and you feel like God might be calling you to Himself. But you are walking 
away and you are thinking that you can expect to come back- and God will do the 
same next week- the food will still be warm. You can make repentance your 
reality later. That’s dangerous.  

If you have an ear to hear today, hear what the Spirit says to the churches: 

We don’t need WebMD, reputations may or may not be true. We need to know 
the diagnosis of God’s reality so that we can receive the prescription of God’s 
Remedy. When we receive that glorious remedy of repentance- we make a full 
and eternal recovery. So repentance must be our reality. 

Let’s pray… 
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