“THE VERGE OF DEATH”
Revelation 3:1-6

George Barna, author of The Second Coming of the Church, states that,

“After two decades of studying Christian churches 


in America, I’m convinced that the typical church


as we know it today has a rapidly expiring shelf life.


  Across the nation, ministries of all sizes and shapes


have responded with a frenzy of religious activity, 


producing more programs, buildings, events, and


resources than would have been imaginable at the


turn of the 20th century.


  I’ve concluded that within the next few years America


will experience one of two outcomes: either massive


spiritual revival or total moral anarchy!


  Most American churches are holding fast to programs


and goals established by their charter members years


ago. Many of these ministries have mastered the art of


denying cultural changes around them, responding with


cosmetic changes that make little difference. Is it any


wonder that the critical measures of the health of the


Christian church show decline and loss of influence?”
 

Once again, church history provides an obvious example that the condition of the Lord’s church consists of the same dilemmas down through the span of time. Whether the end of the 1st century or the beginning of the 21st century, the Lord’s church is in trouble.

The Apostle John writes to the church in Sardis and describes the living Lord stating that this congregation had “a reputation of being alive, but they are dead!” Isn’t that precisely what Mr. Barna says about the Bible-believing church in America today? Before the Lord of the church reveals the glory He possesses and will demonstrate when He wraps up the present history of the human race, He shows His people that He knows of the condition of their heart and of His church. 7 letters address 7 ailments churches experience. In each situation, He alone, is the answer. If only His church will listen! With direct authority and emphasis He addresses each problem in an attempt to “wake up His church”.  

The church in Sardis is the fifth church receiving a further word from her Lord. Verse 1 says “you are dead”. Verse 2 says “wake up! Strengthen what is about to die”. Verse 3 warns “if you do not wake up”.
The message is clear. Though people were still attending the church in Sardis and “a few people have not soiled their clothes” (v. 4) the bulk of God’s people were doing church as they had always done it, but the church was dead!

In order to understand the context of this harsh observation let me share with you the history of this town and this church. From such a review we will see much which ties in to the status of this congregation.  Sardis had, before the Apostle writes to the church, been a prosperous, vital, flourishing city. During the Persian Empire it was the Asian capital. That status and prestige lay in the past. Archeologist William Ramsey aptly remarked, “No city in  Asia at that time showed such a melancholy contrast between past splendor and present decay as Sardis.”
  

Further, in verse 3, the Lord refers to “coming as a thief” to find the vulnerability of the church. Sardis history tells us that twice in city history the town was defeated and destroyed by armies approaching the huge fortress located on the 800 foot high hill at the south end. Though thought to be indestructible, because of the massive cliffs facing the remainder of town, the gentle slope of the south side of town made it possible for enemies to come from that direction and overtake the garrison. Thinking they were safe they were open to attack and twice the town was destroyed. The Lord’s word to the church borrows on that well-known history to warn His people of their false security. They did church as usual. However, they were not alive, but DEAD: or almost DEAD!!!!!
The message from the Lord announces that “the Lord who controls the seven spirits of God…sending the Holy Spirit to each of the 7 locations of these Asian churches: He knows their deeds!” Whether it is their deeds in the past when they were living out their church history, or their present deeds which were misguided, misdirected, and inappropriate: WE DO NOT KNOW which he is referring to. Either interpretation fits the scenario. Suffice it to say, this church was no longer what it had once been. Now the church people thought they had their act together but they were “PLAYING CHURCH”. They were going through the motions. They thought things were okay but Jesus was informing them differently! Verse 2 supports the second view of interpretation since the verse again mentions their deeds and says they are “incomplete”. 
So here it is! How does a church die? Why does Christ use this description of the Sardian church yet the other churches also have serious problems? Sardis had held significant fame as a royal city once upon a time. Now it was nothing. The citizens were living in past fame! Apparently the same perception existed among most of the church members. Their loyalty and vibrant penetrating service to their Lord was in the past. Now, even though they were still coming to church, they were nothing. And the Lord is not pleased!

The command “Wake up!” or “Be Watchful!” (present tense= “be constantly alert”) is to reverse their attitudes, perspectives, and way of doing church. The congregation must be alerted to the seriousness of the situation. Their complacency led them to give up growing ministry and impact on their community. In fact, their church perspective and community perspective mirrored one another. 
The situation was dire but not hopeless. Immediate steps could be taken to “right the ship”. They were being challenged to “strengthen what remains”. (verse 2) If specific and urgent action was taken (immediate steps) some church members and ministries could be salvaged.

Sardis was known for its wool industry. The Lord makes reference to such knowledge when He talks of “soiled or dirty clothes”. (verse 4) The majority of Christians had departed from a growing life in Christ: only a few were walking with the Lord. In the pagan religions it was prohibited to approach the temples with dirty or soiled clothes. In public those with dirt on their clothes were eliminated from the public lists of citizenship. Three historical documents back that up. So when the Lord says in verse 5 “those who overcome will not have their names blotted out from the book of life” these people knew what was being implied. For this church only repentance and a different way of doing church life was the way out of certain and final judgment. The Lord would remove their light if they continued to live on their past deeds and be doing nothing to “walk by faith and not sight”. The Lord doesn’t even mention the good ministries they were doing for they were only going through the motions.

Today’s church needs to hear this message also. George Barna, who spends his whole life researching the present church, is but one voice trying to get Christians’ attention. “White garments” are symbolic of the righteousness, victory, and glory of the Lord! If we are not growing in ministry and growing in our walk with the Lord, by gaining new progress in intimacy with Him; we are resting in our past achievements and presently dead!

The biggest illustration of such reality is to ask most Christians today to give a testimony of God’s current work in their lives. MOST go back to their conversion experience. If the last example of the Lord working in a believer’s life is conversion, that Christian life is stale at best and mostly dead! There is a place for sharing how one came to the Lord, but a new fresh experience of growth in a relationship with Christ MUST be happening NOW! 

The New Testament is continually reminding us we are “in process”! If a life of faith is not growing, the person who claims the name of the Lord is  bored, unfulfilled, living a sham, and denying the importance of Christ in life!  WELCOME TO SARDIS!!!!! Our Lord is not impressed! He is not pleased! He is tremendously disturbed! He does delight in the small remnant who take a Christian faith way of life seriously. 

But take notice! There is a three-fold promise from the Lord for those who overcome the pitfall of carnal Christianity. First of all, they will be “dressed in white: like them” the few who have remained victorious and maintaining a life of walking by faith. Again, we discover “Holiness”. Wholeness, purity, completeness, fruitfulness, success; you name it! Are you growing in that even now? Or are we content to live in the past, reliving what we ONCE DID?

Secondly, the relationship with Christ is permanently guaranteed. “I will never erase his name from the book of life”. (verse 5) In the first century Christians who were loyal to Christ were under constant threat of being branded political and social rebels and be stripped of their citizenship. But Christ offers them eternal, safe citizenship in his everlasting kingdom. He, HOWEVER, is looking for loyalty and consistent, progressive, ever changing growth. 

Finally, the Lord promises to assure the overcomer that He will acknowledge this one before the Father and His angels. Doesn’t that tie in with other Scripture? 


“He who acknowledges me before men, I will acknowledge before my Father. Whoever denies me before men I will deny before my Father.” (Matthew 10: 32-33) “Acknowledge” is a strong legal term referring to testimony in a court setting. Either we are growing in our faith walk and growing closer to our Lord or our Christian life is bogus! It is either reality or pretense! It is either bringing victory and fulfillment into our daily experience or it is just a theory! Christians can have eternal security and yet be spiritual zombies. Tragically many believers today don’t get it. They have prayed a prayer to receive Jesus as “fire insurance” from the Lake of Fire. But they have no victory in their life cause they don’t know how to live life by faith. And they seem (like the Sardians) to be smug about it and unconcerned.

Well, our Lord is concerned. He refers to such people as dead. For Christians to have gone even weeks without a victory in Jesus is tragic! It is sad! It is pathetic! It is making their profession of Christ only a myth.
I guess it’s time to examine ourselves isn’t it? How much are we like the church in Sardis? The response we give to the Lord has an urgency to it…just as it was urgent for Sardis. What will First Baptist Church of Cottonwood, CA do? The answer must come from your heart and mine. May God add His import to the reading, the studying, the application of His Word!!!!!
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