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Teaching:  Last week we studied the letter to the church at Thyatira.  And we talked 

about how representative that church is of the Roman Catholic religious system and I 

think we could all see the resemblance.   

 

Now we’re going to fast forward on the timeline to 1517 … the year of what history 

records as the Protestant Reformation.  The time the Roman Catholic religious system 

was forced to loosen its grip on the church.   

 

The title “Protestant” reminding us of the season of this movement as well as its origin, 

because it actually means “pro-test-tant” … or … “those who protest”.   

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Now there were actually a number of powerful men of God who contributed to this break 

with the Catholic church, but Martin Luther is generally considered the progenitor of, not 

only the reformation, but of the entire Protestant movement within Christianity.   

 

So … if you consider yourself to be a Christian, but you are not a Catholic, then you’re a 

Protestant by default.   

 

Then, of course, you’ve got a plethora of denominations within Protestantism (everything 

from Assemblies of God to Church of Christ), not to mention all of the non-

denominational churches including us.  

 

So the church that we’ll be studying this morning ... the church at Sardis, gives us a 

picture of the Protestant church from its inception through the present day … a picture of 

us and a letter written, not just about us, but to us.   

 

So … here we go ... 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 1: To the pastor of this community church in Sardis.   

 

Now the city of Sardis was one of the most important and respected cities in Asia Minor. 

It was a cultural icon.  The "Big Apple" of its day.  Very glitzy and glamorous and very 

self-assured.   

 

And like most of the cities under Roman rule at that time, Sardis had an acropolis (a 

fortified citadel on the edge of the city), but the acropolis in this city was unique in that it 

was a necropolis … a graveyard that served as the virtual nucleus of the city … because 



 2 

the Sardinians had a thing for dead stuff.   

 

A fact that didn’t escape the notice of Jesus … as evidenced by the play on words within 

this message to them.   

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

And as with each of the letters … He identifies Himself … saying to the Sardinians “The 

One who has the Seven Spirits of God and the Seven Stars says this …” 

 

You may remember Jesus explaining in chapter 1, that the Seven Stars are the pastors of 

the seven churches He’s writing to.  

 

Q. But the real question is … why would Jesus emphasize that again in this letter? –

The answer requires us to also remember what the Lord says about those pastors in 

Chapter 2, verse 1; that He holds them in the palm of His mighty right hand.    

 

See ... Jesus is about to challenge those pastors to buck the status quo.  And He knew it 

would require courage that they did not have.  So He reminds them ... "I've got you!" 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Q. And what about the Seven Spirits comment? – Again from our chapter 1 study …  

 

He’s pulling from Isaiah chapter 11 where the seven attributes of the Holy Spirit are 

enumerated.   

 

Q. And why would the Lord emphasize His possession of these attributes and the 

power of the Holy Spirit to this church? – Because that’s exactly what they were 

missing and missing out on. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Q. So what good things … what commendations does the Lord offer this church? --

Three things.  He acknowledges that ... 

 

1. They had a name. They had a reputation within the community … a positive 

one is implied. 

2. They had some works to their credit.  They did some works in the Lord’s name 

although not enough to single anything out or enumerate their good deeds as He’s 

done with some of the other churches we've looked at. 

3. And … they were alive.  Meaning that they possessed the life giving Spirit of 

God.  They were born again believers.   

 

Q. And the condemnation for this church? – A pretty big one … “Despite these 

positive things” He says, “you’re dead!” 

 

Q. Wait … I thought He just acknowledged that they were spiritually alive? – It goes 

back to something we talked extensively about when we were studying of the Things of 

the Holy Spirit in 1st Corinthians and the difference between you possessing the Spirit 

of God and the Spirit of God possessing you. 
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This church was a congregation of truly born again people … they possessed the Spirit, 

but the Spirit did not possess them because they had simply not allowed Him to.   

 

John 20:19 So when it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and 

when the doors were shut where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus 

came and stood in their midst and said to them, "Peace be with you."  20 

And when He had said this, He showed them both His hands and His side. 

The disciples then rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21 So Jesus said to them 

again, "Peace be with you; as the Father has sent Me, I also send you."  22 

And when He had said this, He breathed on them and said to them, "Receive 

the Holy Spirit. 

 

That’s salvation … the reception of the Holy Spirit as an indwelling, eternally sealing 

presence.   

 

But being eternally sealed by the Spirit is not the same thing as being controlled by the 

Spirit.  That’s what took place on the Day of Pentecost in Acts chapter 2 (verse 1-41).   

 

And that’s what the Lord declares to be missing from the church at Sardis and that’s also 

what’s missing from large segments of the Protestant church today.   

 

Now some would argue that this condemnation of the Protestant church was resolved in 

the late 1800’s with what we generally refer to today as the “Charismatic Movement”.  

Some would claim that the Protestant Church should no longer be indicted for a lack of 

surrender to the Holy Spirit.   

 

And to be sure … expressions of Tongues and Prophecy and Healing are much more 

common than what they once were … 

 

Q. But is that the answer Jesus was looking for?  -- People making foreign noises and 

declaring that they’re speaking forth the words of God or getting people worked up into 

an emotional frenzy … those things do not equal a genuine surrender to the Holy Spirit. 

 

So the Lord’s point persists …  a genuine surrender to the Holy Spirit is exactly what 

individual Protestants are lacking and it’s what Protestant denominations and churches 

are missing.   

 

Now … some of you deep thinkers, might be wondering why this wasn’t addressed with 

the church of Thyatira as well … the church that represents the Catholic Church.  

Because as most of us know, the Catholic Church’s understanding of the person and work 

of the Holy Spirit misses the mark by a wide margin.   

 

So this same problem existed in that church … a lack of surrender to the work and 

empowerment of the Holy Spirit, but it wasn’t addressed with them because the majority 

of that church wasn’t saved.  And you cannot be empowered by the Spirit until you are 

first indwelt by Him. 
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The Lord never puts the cart before the horse … and that is especially true when it comes 

to salvation and works.  Salvation must precede everything else; works, prayer, worship, 

praise, love, evangelism and the gifts of the Spirit.   

 

So this was a dead church … even though they were alive.   

 

One commentator said it was “A morgue with a steeple ... with pews full of spiritual flat-

liners.”   

 

And I’ve known Protestant churches just like this … been a member of Protestant 

churches just like this church at Sardis.   

 

2 Tim 3:1 But realize this, that in the last days difficult times will come. 2 For 

men will … 5 hold… to a form of godliness, although they have denied its 

power …  

 

Q. And what is its power within the church? – The Holy Spirit!   

 

That’s the church at Sardis … that’s the protestant church as a whole; a form of godliness 

(saved and moving around as if alive), but not operating in the power of the Holy Spirit.   

 

True Story … about 100 years ago a ship was discovered floating aimlessly in the Arctic 

Ocean.  When they boarded it, they found the crew and captain still aboard … all frozen 

to death.  In fact, the captain was frozen in a pose over his logbook … he died making his 

last entry and the date in the log book told them that the ship had been floating among the 

icebergs for 13 years.   

 

The reporter who wrote about it described it as “A drifting sepulcher manned by a frozen 

crew” Just floating around, appearing to be alive, but dead on the inside.  

 

Q. And how much of modern-day Christendom do you suppose is just like that? 

And not just denominations and churches that are like that, but how about 

individual Christians?  

 

A. W. Tozer wrote and excellent commentary on the church at Sardis and in his 

corresponding assessment of the average, individual Protestant, he says, “It is scarcely 

possible in most places to get anyone to attend a meeting where the only attraction is 

God.  One can only conclude that God’s professed children are bored with Him for they 

must be wooed to meetings with a stick of striped candy in the form of religious 

activities.” 

 

This letter is a sort of a spiritual autopsy of the church at Sardis and our goal is to figure 

out what killed it and then to be the wisest of all people … those who will actually learn 

from the mistakes of others.   
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Q. So why did it die? – Three things jump out: 

 

1. They relied on their past successes.  They had works and a reputation …  

 

Q. But what about today?   

 

A sure sign of death is when a church begins to worship its traditions and 

its history.   

 

Because as Jesus explains in Matthew chapter 9 (verses 16-17), the 

church that refuses to turn lose of its old wineskins, must … of absolute 

necessity, refuse all new wine.   

 

A truth, by the way, that applies as much to individuals as it does to 

churches and movements.   

 

And that’s not to say that we should forget the past, but we must never try 

to live in it.  Learn from the past, but do NOT live in it.   

 

2.  They lived on the spiritual surface.  Jesus comments on their name … their 

reputation …, but reputation” is what others think of you.  Important … yes, but 

pale when it’s compared to “character”.  Because character isn't what others think 

about you, but what’s actually true about you.   

 

And the best thing … the most peaceful thing is when those two things 

match up, but for the church at Sardis … they didn’t.  This church was 

impressed with, and concerned about, their reputation despite the reality.   

 

And anytime you care about your reputation more than you care about the 

reality … that’s living on the surface and it’s part of a terminal disease … 

for a church or for an individual.   

 

3. They were satisfied with aimless activity.  Jesus will say in verse 2, “I have not 

found your works to be complete before God.”  They had works and those works 

apparently looked good before man, but before God, they were empty routines 

and rituals.   

 

So … three symptoms of the disease of self reliance … of human effort … of not relying 

on the guidance and power of the Holy Spirit.     

 

So to the church at Sardis … first the commendation … then the condemnation and now 

… the council.  Then last of all … He tells them of the consequences.   

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verses 2-3:  Six distinct pieces of council here: 

 

1. WAKE UP!  Realize and confess that there’s a problem! 
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[CLICK] 2. Strengthen what remains.  Much of the church was dead and what 

remained was in the process of dying.  It was in need of some spiritual CPR and 

they really couldn’t afford to delay any longer.   

 

[CLICK] 3. Remember what you received. Q. And what had they received? – 

The Holy Spirit of God.  They were saved so He indwelled them.   

 

[CLICK] 4. Remember what you heard.  Q. What was that? – The history of 

God and His children.  The stories of His faithfulness, the life-giving gospel, the 

instructions and the prophecies.  They’d heard the Word of God!     

 
[CLICK] 5. Keep (as in obey) what you have received and what you have heard; 

"Obey the Word of God and the Spirit of God."   

 

Honestly, the problem is that in the majority of the Protestant church … people do 

one or the other.  If you’re a conservative Baptist … then you obey the Word, but 

if you’re a holy rollin’ Assembly of Goder, then you obey some spirit, but very 

few protestants actually do both.   

 

[CLICK] 6. Repent!  Don’t just stop doing the dead works of business as usual, 

but start doing the Spirit-led works of God.   

 

Q. And what if they ... what if we ... don’t do those things? – Just like a thief coming 

to steal from your home … there will be no announcement … no advance phone call … 

not even a knock on the door … just His arrival.     

 

1 Thess 5:4 But you, brethren, are not in darkness, that the day would 

overtake you like a thief; 5 for you are all sons of light and sons of day. We 

are not of night nor of darkness; 6 so then let us not sleep as others do, but let 

us be alert and sober.  

 

The Lord’s arrival will be a surprise to all of us, but the difference is that to the believer 

He will surprise us like a Hebrew Bridegroom receiving his bride.  But to the unbeliever 

His surprise return will be like a thief in the night.   

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 4: The faithful remnant that the Lord always preserves.  Those who have not soiled 

their garments.   

 

Q. And what is their reward? – They will walk with the Lord in white … in 

righteousness … in purity.   

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 5: Part of this church was already dead, but it’s to those who remained that the 

Lord is speaking here.  It’s to those who overcome.   

 

And He says to them that He will issue one of those coveted white robes.   
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And then we come to this important section on The Book of Life. And he says that, “He 

will not erase their name from this … Book of Life.”   

 

An interesting and intriguing phrase but … how you read it matters.  Because … like 

most of you, I believe in eternal security.  That once you’re saved … you’re always 

saved.   

 

If we’re saved by grace … then the flow of God’s grace would have to be shut off in 

order for me to lose my salvation and the Lord says that His grace is not going to cease.   

 

Q.  If I didn’t earn my salvation through my good behavior … how can I lose it by 

being bad? –  

 

But, this promise that He will not erase the names of the faithful from the Book of Life 

makes it sound like in some cases He does erase names.  

 

It seems intuitive that at the moment someone accepts Jesus as their Savior, their name is 

then inked into this Book of Life, but I don’t believe that’s what the Word of God says or 

describes.  You can read more about that if you want in Psalm 69:28; Philippians 4:3; 

Revelation  13:8, 17:8, 20:12 & 15, 21:27. 

 

What I think you’ll find as you study that out is that your name was written into the Book 

of Life from eternity past.  Before you were born, your name was written into The Book 

of Life.   

 

And the Lord, I believe, stubbornly refuses to erase that name until the last moment … 

until you take your last breath in this life without receiving Jesus or until you commit, 

what Matthew 12:31 calls blasphemy of the Holy Spirit which is nothing more than 

hardening your heart to the voice of God to such an extent that His invitation to salvation 

no longer even gets through.   

 

Only then does God erase your name from the Book of Life … no doubt with great 

anguish.   

 

Remember what we’re told in … 

 

2 Peter 3:9 The Lord … is longsuffering toward us, not willing that any 

should perish but that all should come to repentance.  NKJV 

 

He waits and waits and waits … not willing to lower the eraser to the pages of The Book 

of Life until there is absolutely no hope.   

 

But for those who choose Him … as we read here and as Jesus says in ... 

 

Matt 10:32 "Therefore everyone who confesses Me before men, I will also 
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confess him before My Father who is in heaven.   

 

Jesus will personally introduce believers to the Father and announce them before His 

angels.  What a day we have to look forward to!   

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 6: If you have an ear … hear … actively listen to what the Lord is saying to you.      

________________________________________________________________ 

Conclusion:  The church at Sardis … the Protestant Church … Calvary Chapel of Enid 

… me and you!   

 

Q. Have any of you located the North Star lately?  Did you know that if that star 

were to burn out tonight … we wouldn’t even know it for about 32 years? -- That’s 

how long it takes for the light from that star to reach earth.  So if it burned out today … it 

would still look bright and beautiful for the next 32 years.  But in reality it would be dead 

and gone.   

 

It’s more than possible for dead things to look like they’re alive.  It’s very possible for 

spiritually dead people to appear to be alive … to appear born again when they’re not.   

 

And there are two eternally serious … damningly serious things that make that possible: 

 

1. People are liars! We all have a fallen nature and for those not born again under 

the blood of Jesus Christ … that’s the only nature they have.  So people are fakes.  

And when it comes to salvation … faking it is an eternally damning error.  That’s 

the element of personal responsibility that none of us can escape.   

 

2. And the second thing that makes it so easy for people to fake Christianity is our 

fault.  We make is easy for them.   

 

What I mean by that is that if we really served in the power of the Holy Spirit … 

no mere human being could impersonate that.  If we really walked as the Spirit 

leads instead of walking according to church traditions and rituals … no one 

could fake that.   

 

No mere human being can affectively impersonate the power of God, but it’s not 

that hard to impersonate us when we’re un-empowered and walking after our own 

will.   

 

The Protestant Church has missed the mark.  It’s gotten off balance … some are tilted 

one direction and some are tilted the other, but the church is off balance one way or the 

other.   

 

Now … let me close with this question …  

 

Q.  Is God’s judgment … His punishment or correction … does it come upon these 

or any of us for our sin? – The answer in Jesus Christ is “No” … His judgment and 
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punishment don’t come upon us for our sin, but for our failure to repent of that sin.  

 

I think of the time Jesus sat on the Western face of the Mount of Olives and wept saying 

…  

 

Matt 23:37 "Jerusalem, Jerusalem, who kills the prophets and stones those 

who are sent to her! How often I wanted to gather your children together, the 

way a hen gathers her chicks under her wings, and you were unwilling.  

 

A willingness on our part is required.   

 

1. WAKE UP!  

 

2. Strengthen what remains. 

 

3 & 4 & 5. Remember the Holy Spirit who indwells you AND the Word of 

God … AND obey both of them! 

 
6. And repent … actually begin doing the Spirit-led works of God.   

 

 

 


