
 
 

March 20, 2022   ~   “No Time For Nodding Off”   ~   Revelation 3:1-6  

 

OPEN 

 
What causes you to become groggy and drift off to sleep?  A long day of 
driving?  Late night TV?  In the spiritual realm, given the battle in which 
believers are engaged, there is no time for nodding off. 
 
We continue our series Live the Adventure of Jesus by examining the letter 
to Sardis, which was 100 km east of Smyrna along the ancient postal route in 
Asia Minor.  So far we have seen four letters. 

 
✓ Getting back to basics (Ephesus, 2:1-7) 
✓ Face up to our fears (Smyrna, 2:8-11) 
✓ Overcoming great odds (Pergamum, 2:12-17) 
✓ Zero tolerance policy (Thyatira, 2:18-29) 
 

Sardis was capital of the Lydian empire but was captured by Persia in 546 
BC.  Sardis had a Jewish presence even from that time.  It had a cemetery or 
necropolis of a thousand hills and the largest synagogue in the ancient world. 
Josephus recorded a decree from Julius Caesar granting Jews of Sardis the 
right to assemble for worship and practice the Law.  (The Works of 
Josephus, Hendrickson Publishers, 1987, 382) 
 
Sardis was “mile 0” of a royal road extending 2414 km to the Persian capital 
at Susa.  It was a textile center and made wool used to make the Greco-
Roman himation garment. 
 

            
 
A temple of Artemis (fourth largest ancient Ionic temple) was there.  The 
acropolis was about 800 ft above the north section and was impregnable due 
to the rock walls.  There was also a large gymnasium complex. 

Though Sardis had many past glories, by the first Century as William Ramsay 
remarked, “no city of Asia at that time showed such a melancholy contrast 
between past splendor and present decay as Sardis.” (quoted in TEBC, 
Volume 12, Zondervan, 1981, 447) 
 
Please read and reflect on Revelation 3:1-6.  Bear in mind that this is a letter 
from Jesus, written by John, and sent to believers are Sardis.  This letter 
unfolds in two parts.  First, we will examine commands and then consider 
some consequences. 
 
 
ONE:  Commands – vv. 1-3a   
 
As typical, the introduction contains, “To the angel of the church in Sardis 
write…”  The second part of the introduction identifies Jesus as “He who has 
the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.”  The “seven spirits” refer to the 
penetrating vision of the Lamb of God (cf. 5:6). 
 
The “seven stars” (see the letter to Ephesus; 2:1) notes the collected, angelic 
representatives of each church.  Consider three commands. 
 

a. Awareness – v. 1 
 

The believers in Sardis were oblivious to their spiritual state.  They had 
“deeds” (erga, 2:19).  But they were alive in “reputation” (lit. “name”) but not 
in reality.  Interestingly, the patron god of Sardis was Artemis who was 
regarded as having the power to restore life to the dead.  Are we aware of 
our spiritual state?  Jesus called out the church at Sardis for their lack of 
spiritual awareness. 
 

b. Alertness – v. 2 
 

The next command is to “wake up!” (lit. “be wakeful/watching”).  Also, 
believers at Sardis were to strengthen (sthrison, “make firm/establish”) what 
was at risk of dying…remember, they were all too familiar with the imposing  
necropolis just outside their city!  This church fell short of their potential in 
Christ, not seeing God’s mission in Sardis to its “full measure”.  In contrast, 
Paul was on mission and expected to visit Rome in “the full measure of the 
blessing of Christ.” (Romans 15:29) 

 
c. Attentiveness – v. 3a 

 

The final command was to remember and repent.  First, this means recalling 
what was heard and entrusted to us.  How many churches rest on the 
laurels of past spiritual victories and revival?  Consider the advice of Paul.   
 
He told Timothy to “protect what has been entrusted to you.” (I Timothy 6:20)  
In addition, Paul instructed him, “The things which you have heard from me 
in the presence of many witnesses, entrust these to faithful people who will 
be able to teach others also.” (II Timothy 2:2) 
 



Secondly, the attentive believer will find reason to repent.  The church at 
Sardis had failed to live for Jesus responsibly – they had not fulfilled 
(peplhrwmena, “filled up”, v.2) God’s purposes for them.  Repentance is a 
renewing and restoring step in our Christian journey.  Are we attentive to the 
need to repent? 

 
Repentance includes more than looking back. The forgiveness you receive when you 
mourn over and repent of your sin projects you forward to experience more of Jesus, 
who is the only one who can truly turn your mourning into dancing.  (Janet Beal, “From 
Ashes To Resurrection” CRU Lent Devotional, Day 12)   

 
Be aware, alert, and attentive!  This is not just a challenge for believers in 
Sardis.  We need to guard against spiritual presumption and instead, pursue 
God with diligence and determination.  Mark Wilson notes about Sardis, “A 
Greek inscription found the near the synagogue entrance commanded the 
Jews to “Find, open, read, observe,” that is, the commandments of God.”  
(Biblical Turkey, Zero Books, 2010, 306) 
 

 
The Synagogue of Sardis 

 

How about us?  Are we going to find, open, read, and observe God’s 
commands?  I Peter 5:8 makes it very plain:  “Be sober, watch!” because 
Satan is prowling like a lion, eager to devour believers! 
 
 
TWO:  Consequences – vv. 3b-5 
 
The second half of the letter begins mid-verse 3 where we see both negative 
and positive consequences. 
 

a. Loss – v. 3b 
 

The first consequence is sobering.  For followers of Jesus who fail to be 
alert, there will be significant loss.  The picture is of a thief coming 
unexpectedly.  At notable times in Sardis’ history, a lack of alertness led to 
defeat.  After an unsuccessful campaign against Persia, the Lydian king 
Croesus retreated to the seemingly unassailable city of Sardis.  However, a 
Sardian soldier dropped a helmet and climbed down to get it.  An alert 
Persian soldier observed this route which allowed Cyrus and his army to 
conquer the city. 
 

b. Reward – v. 4 
 

The second consequence is positive – for people (lit. “names”) who “have not 
soiled their garments”.  An ancient inscription found in Asia Minor stated that 
pagan worshippers could not enter the temple if their himation were soiled or 
stained.  Seizing on this imagery, John communicated the encouragement of 
Jesus.  Those who did not compromise their Christian lifestyle and remained 
humble and faithful would walk with Jesus the himation of white.  This speaks 
forward to the heavenly reward awaiting all followers of Jesus.  It also speaks 
to the believer’s present hope. 

 
c. Hope – v. 5 
 

“Plutarch’s How To Rule A City was written to a resident of Sardis.” (Wilson, 
297)  Rome extended rights to the Jewish population – “those Jews who are 
our fellow citizens, and live with us in this city”. (Josephus, 382)  Ancient 
Greek cities had citizenship registries.  But those convicted of an offense or 
passed away would have their name erased. 
 
Christians who overcome (lit. “victorious”) would receive white garments.  
And Jesus promised not to erase their names from the “book of life” (vital 
image in Revelation of citizenship – see 13:8; 17:8; 20:12; 21:27).  By God’s 
grace our names are secure in His register.  In stark contrast to a church “in 
name” (v.2) only, Jesus will acknowledge (lit. “confess”) to His Father the 
name of the believer!   
 

REFLECT 

 
Verse 6 has the familiar conclusion, but we must not ignore it.  “Whoever has 
ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”  Are we listening? 
 
Too many Churches are nodding off, oblivious to a slow death.  They get by 
on heritage and hypocrisy.  A relationship with Jesus is not based on 
superficial, religious reputation but on the daily reality of redemption! 
 
Janice Selbie is a counselor who calls herself a “religious recovery consultant” 
and assists people through “de-conversion” to secular life.  Sadly, there are 
many destructive religious expressions.  These are typically enslaved to their 
history which creates a toxic self-righteousness.  No wonder some seek 
escape by complete “de-conversion” from religion. 
 
The believers at Sardis looked good on paper.  They were not Jezebel-
corrupt, like some Christians in Thyatira.  But they were suffering a slow death 
by complacency!  Take time to consider if you and we are living by faith... 
 

• Check your personal spiritual state – read and reflect on Galatians 2:20 
 

• Check our corporate spiritual state – read and reflect on Haggai 2:6-9   
 

https://www.cru.org/us/en/train-and-grow/life-and-relationships/holidays/lent.html
https://www.cru.org/us/en/train-and-grow/life-and-relationships/holidays/lent.html
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Galatians+2%3A19-21&version=NIV
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Haggai+2%3A6-9&version=NIV

