
S:Rev 3,1-6 sermon 1c 1 of 14

Place:  Church of the Cross
Date/Occasion:  4th Sunday in Lent;  30 Mar 2014;  AM
Readings:  Revelation 3:1-6 (text)
Theme:  The Lord seeks to revive a dead church.
Goal:  That the congregation remain alive/watchful by zealous adherence to the Word.
Title:  Dressed in White Clothes

Congregation of Jesus Christ, dear brothers and sisters,

We have embarked on a path to become a more healthy and missional 

church, and the pathway we are following is called the Congregational Vitality 

Pathway.  Vitality comes from a word meaning life.  We want to be a living 

healthy church not a dead or dying church.

Which is the situation in Sardis.  It’s not anybody but Jesus himself who 

says that the congregation of Sardis is dead.  But it’s important to notice right 

off the bat that even though he pronounces her dead he doesn’t write her off!  

He doesn’t say it’s hopeless, close the doors.  He speaks to her, he writes her a 

letter.  And as long as the Lord still speaks, there is hope, for he himself says 

(John 6:63) his Word is Spirit and Life.  

The Lord seeks to revive a dead church.

1.  the diagnosis:  they lack the Spirit of life.

2.  the treatment:  they must keep the Word of life.

3.  the prognosis:  lasting life

The Lord seeks to revive a dead church.

1.  They lack the Spirit of life.

2.  They must keep the Word of life.

3.  They are promised lasting life.
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1.  Ecclesiastes says a good name is better than fine perfume.  Well, 

Sardis has a good name.  Among her sister churches she has the reputation of 

being alive.  And as a church you can’t get a better compliment than that.  It 

indicates that things in Sardis were running like a train:  the congregation is 

flourishing, small groups and bible studies are well attended, there are programs 

for this, that, and the other thing.  It is a very busy, active, and growing 

congregation.

People are not shaking their heads over Sardis.  Not at all.  The other 

churches are jealous of Sardis.  Things are running there without a glitch.  Man, 

that church is alive!  Spirit filled!

So I can imagine this letter must have fallen like a bomb on the 

congregation when it was read one Sunday morning.  “I know your deeds:  you 

have the name, the reputation of being alive, but you are dead.”

How can that be?  Can’t we recognize a tree from it’s fruit, as Jesus said?  

That’s how he told us to evaluate ourselves and others:  by the fruit.  Where you 

see fruit, there is faith.  That’s why the old Reformed custom of elders visiting 

the whole church every year was sometimes called searching for fruit.  In Sardis 

the elders would have found a lot of fruit during their visits, and the church 

visitors would have presented a glowing report to classis.

But Jesus says to Sardis:  you are dead.  That’s a scary idea, that 

everything can appear fine when it’s not.  That a process can be going on that 

escapes the human eye.  That a church can be dead or dying when the vital 
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signs appear healthy.  That doesn’t necessarily mean people there are conscious 

hypocrites.  People can truly be deluded in thinking everything is OK.  People 

don’t look further than the eye can see, and often that’s all we look at too when 

we look at ourselves!  But the Lord Jesus sees into the heart.

A bullet train speeds silently down a track two to three hundred miles an 

hour.  If the motor dies out you don’t hear it.  And the force of the train keeps it 

speeding down the track.  A church can run like a train.  It can speed down the 

track.  And if it’s motor drops out, it keeps on going.  It you were riding in that 

train, or watching it go by, you wouldn’t know there was anything wrong.  It 

takes a while before you notice it slowing down.

And that’s the way it is in Sardis.  Everything is going just like it did 

before.  But the motor has dropped out.  The heart is dead.  Sister churches 

don’t see anything wrong, even the people in Sardis don’t see it.  But the Lord 

sees it.  Works are being done, fruit is there, but it’s hollow fruit.  On the 

outside it’s smooth and shiny, inside empty.  Nothing to it.  That’s what the 

Lord says:  I have not found your deeds complete before the sight of my God.

Now, no Christian has perfect works.  Even our best works are stained 

with sin.  We confess that in Lord’s Day 24 of our Catechism.  But Jesus isn’t 

talking about perfect works.  In verse 4 he says a few people in Sardis haven’t 

soiled their clothes with the rest.  Evidently, those few people do have works 

that are complete before God.  Yet they too like us are people who every day 

fall into sin.  Complete doesn’t mean perfect.
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What Jesus means with works that are “not complete” are works that are 

not filled.  They have works, round, shiny fruit, but there’s nothing in them.  

They are empty.  They don’t have any real content or substance before God.  

They used to do these works out of sincere love.  Now it’s just habit.  

Going to church, for example, is not to meet God, but just something 

“we” do.  Giving is automatic as the offering plate goes by, not the expression 

of grateful hearts.  Greeting each other is a nice gesture, but lacking awe that 

we are joined together into one body by the blood of Christ.  The fellowship of 

the saints doesn’t go beyond weather, work and sports.

The works they do are not the fruit of living faith, it’s merely tradition.  

They do what they do, because that’s the way they’ve always done it and 

because that’s the way things are supposed to be.  Their works are no longer 

filled with devotion to God.  That’s the deadness of this congregation.

And that deadness is a guilty deadness, because they aren’t supposed to be 

dead and they don’t have to be dead.  It’s not for nothing that Jesus introduces 

himself as the one “who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.”

He says “seven spirits” when there is but one Spirit of God.  But as you 

now know, “seven” in the Book Revelation is the number of completeness, of 

fullness.  Totality.  When the Lord says:  “I hold the seven Spirits of God” what 

he is saying is “I have power over the WHOLE Spirit of God, over all his gifts 

and workings, and I have poured him out on my church for those who believe 

in me so that they can draw from the full treasure of the life-giving Spirit.”
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So if a congregation is dead, that’s not the Lord’s fault or the Spirit’s 

fault.  It’s the church’s fault.  They aren’t letting the Spirit fill and work in them. 

And that’s why their works are empty before God.  Their heart in those works is 

not for God, is without his Spirit. They are faithful to local customs, to 

tradition, —that they are, and tradition is not by definition a bad thing.  

Otherwise this church wouldn’t have such a good name.  But the Lord doesn’t 

want mere tradition, a train without a motor.  He wants the fiery life of his Spirit 

in the works of his people.  He wants ardent love for him.  He wants them to 

take joy in him.  And he has every right to expect this because he lived and died 

to pour out his Spirit for that very purpose.

But the congregation of Sardis doesn’t even realize her deadness.  That’s 

the problem with being dead.  You don’t see it.  You become complacent.  You 

no longer examine yourself.  You no longer look at your life, whether you are 

living out of faith.  To guard against that complacency we even have periods of 

self examination built into the church year, Advent, Lent, Preparatory for the 

Lord’s Supper.  Dead people pass through such periods without hardly a 

thought.  They don’t concern themselves with their relationship to the Lord.  

They take it for granted.

The Lord comes to dead Sardis and says:  Wake up!  Greek has a way 

with words that is not possible in English.  What Jesus actually says is:  Wake 

up and stay awake!  Be on guard, be on constant guard.  Constant guard for 

what?
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Jesus says to:  “strengthen what remains and is about to die.”  What 

remains are those works that they are doing out of tradition, those works that 

are not complete, those works that are empty before the Lord.  For those works 

too are about to die.

We need to realize that.  When the motor of a train drops out, the train 

keeps on moving for quite a while.  But eventually the train stops.  So too, 

when love for God drops out of people’s works, those works become tradition, 

and as tradition it keeps going for a while.  But eventually it peters out.  

Outward adherence to the Christian life-style is eventually abandoned, because 

the motor generating it fell out a long time ago.  And it’s only then that the 

congregation’s death becomes visible to the human eye, but the death happens 

long before it is seen.  People don’t just stop going to church, something 

stopped a long time before.  Only now it’s starting to show.

Now notice what Christ says.  He doesn’t say stop doing those works 

because they are only dead tradition.  No, he doesn’t say that.  That’s what you 

hear some people say.  It’s only tradition.  Dead ritual.  Get rid of it.  They 

mean well, but getting rid of tradition or ritual doesn’t make you alive.  

Imagine:  if the offering has become automatic, get rid of the offering.  If 

singing has become a routine, drop it.  If responses in the liturgy and so on have 

degenerated into empty forms, get rid of them.  What do you have left then?  

Nothing.  That’s not the solution.  And that’s not what Jesus tells them to do.  

He doesn’t tell them to stop visiting the sick because there’s no substance to it, 
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it’s empty work.  He doesn’t tell them to stop singing because their heart isn’t in 

it.  No, he says fill those deeds up with substance.  Keep on doing them, but 

strengthen them!  Fill them up with love for him. That’s what he means when 

he says:  Strengthen what is left.  What is left is those dead works.  Don’t stop 

doing them.  Make them alive.  Wake up, and stay awake, and strengthen what 

remains.

So what is the application for us?  We are Church of the Cross.  We aren’t 

Sardis, but the Spirit has something to say here to all the churches, including 

Church of the Cross, and something to say to each of us as individuals and that is 

this:  that we examine ourselves, that we be reflective, thoughtful people, always 

asking ourselves:  why am I doing this?  Am I doing it because I love God, or for 

some other reason?  How is my life before God?  My deeds, my heart?

And who of us, upon examining ourselves, can honestly say:  

everything’s in order, my works are full and complete before the Lord, full of 

love for him, without a trace of habit or tradition?

And then the question for us becomes how can our works become full, 

how can they be filled with the Spirit?  After all, we don’t control the Spirit.  It 

is the Lord who has the seven Spirits in his hand, not us.  So how can I wake up 

and stay awake?  How can I strengthen what is about to die off?  How can we 

make our works complete before God and be a church that is alive?  That’s not 

up to me, up to us, is it?  Isn’t that up to the Spirit and the One who holds him 

in his hand?
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But the Lord is very clear:  no one but the congregation herself is to 

blame for not being alive with his life-giving Spirit.  He holds them completely 

responsible for their deadness.  But he doesn’t leave it at that.  He points the 

way out of this death to life.  He provides the prescription for their ailment.  A 

powerful medicine.  And that is our second point.

2.  Christ points the congregation lacking the life-giving Spirit to the use 

of the life-giving Word.  That’s the prescription.  Because those two, the Spirit 

and the Word are inseparable.  Look again how Christ introduces himself.  “He 

who holds the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars.”  He holds both in his 

hands together, the Spirit and the stars.  What God joins, we had better never 

pull apart.  The seven spirits, that is, the fullness of the Spirit is joined to the 

seven stars?  Yeah, what were those stars again?

In Revelation 1 Jesus says the seven stars are the angels of the seven 

congregations.  Angels of flesh and blood.  Messengers.  People who by 

proclaiming the Word of God spread light like stars, light from heaven.  Jesus 

puts the Spirit and the preaching of the Word on the same level.  The Spirit and 

the means the Spirit uses to illumine and enliven people.

The Spirit gives life through the Word.  It’s his Word and so it comes 

with his life-giving power.  You see that already on Pentecost.  When the 

fullness of the Spirit is poured out on the congregation tongues are loosened 
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and they speak the great deeds of God says Act 2.  Peter stands up and 

preaches.

And those who submitted to that preached word received both death and 

life.  Not their own death, but Christ’s death:  his death for sin.  And they got 

life.  Not their own life, but Christ’s life, an indestructible life, a life before 

God.  So that what had been Christ’s is now also theirs.  So what is true for 

Christ is true for those who belong to him.  Dead to sin, alive to God.

Christ holds the seven Spirits and the seven stars together.  He connects 

the riches of the Spirit to the Word of God.  So those people in Sardis, 

examining themselves and wondering how they can move from dead works to 

living service of God must not just sit and muse about the Spirit, they must also 

examine themselves with respect to the seven stars, with respect to the 

preaching of the Word.

Don’t sit around waiting and wondering if the Spirit will perhaps come to 

you and make you alive.  You must seek and find the Spirit where he is to be 

found:  in the ministry of the stars, in the ministry of the gospel.  The Spirit who 

makes alive, makes alive with the Words of Christ which are spirit and life.  That 

is how Jesus is able to command dead people to wake up and strengthen what is 

about to die off.  His command itself is Spirit and life and has power to bring 

forth fruit.  His very words come with the life-giving power of the Spirit.  Just 

think on the raising of Lazarus.  Jesus spoke to a corpse, and it heard, obeyed, 
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came to life.  His Word is spirit and life.  Which is why the first marker of a 

healthy missional church is the centrality of the Word.

It’s why the Lord admonishes Sardis to keep the Word.  “Remember, 

therefore what you have received and heard;  obey it, and repent.”  Or as the 

King James more accurately translates.  “Remember therefore HOW you have 

received and heard.”  How had they received the Word?  With joy and zeal?  

Definitely, but especially as Paul wrote in Thessalonians:  “We thank God 

continually because when you received the word of God, which you heard from 

us, you accepted it not as the word of MEN, but as it actually IS, the word of 

GOD, which is at work in you who believe.”

That’s how they had once received the Word in Sardis for them to come 

alive, that’s how they must receive it again.  The preached Word is to be taken 

and absorbed, not because it is brought so eloquently or so interestingly, but 

because it is not mere human speaking but God speaking with power.  

If that’s how they receive the word (if they are good soil), their works will 

again become full before God, for they will know him and hear him and come to 

love him more and more.  And what is so wonderful is that they don’t have to sit 

around and wonder if this life-giving Word might come to them.  It’s already 

there.  It’s being preached to them.  All they have to do is hold to it and, says 

Jesus:  repent.

Pay attention to the order.  First hold to the Word, then repent.  

“Remember what you have received and heard, hold fast to it, and repent.”  We 



S:Rev 3,1-6 sermon 1c 11 of 14

are inclined to think it should be the other way around.  First repent and then 

keep or hold to the word.  But it begins with the Lord, with his Word, with him 

speaking to us.  Not with us and our repentance.  

The Word is alive and powerful because it is the word of the seven Spirits 

of God, full of his energy, and whoever holds to that Word, taking it up into 

himself, receives the Spirit’s energy to repent.  It’s the Word of God that changes 

us, that gives us the life of the Spirit, and the Word of God is in our midst.  

The church of Sardis has no excuse for being dead.  She can’t say:  it’s 

up to the Spirit, he has to do it.  The Word is there and so the Spirit is there 

desiring to fill them and to work in them.  That’s why Jesus threatens judgment:  

“If you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what 

time I will come upon you.”

No one knows when the Lord is coming.  He will come like a thief in the 

night for everyone.  The difference is that some are waiting, watching for him.  

They are prepared.  Others aren’t.  And for those who aren’t:  that day will 

overcome them, meaning:  destruction.  Paul says to the Thessalonians:  “You 

are children of light, you must not sleep as the others, but be awake and sober.”  

That being awake and sober is keeping the Word, being busy with it, hearing, 

accepting, and letting it work in your life through faith.  Whoever is at work 

that way will not be overcome as by a thief when Christ comes.  

A worker daydreaming at his desk jumps every time the door opens.  It 

might be the boss.  But the worker who is faithful and awake doesn’t jump, 
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even when the boss suddenly appears behind him.  That’s an illustration Jesus 

himself gave in Matthew 24:  “Blessed that servant whose master finds him 

working so when he returns.”

3.  And there are still a few members who are working that way in 

Sardis.  A few, says the Lord.  What has happened in that congregation as a 

whole is horrific.  It’s dead.  But there are a handful left who live, whose 

Christian life hasn’t become a thoughtless routine, mere niceness, a Christian 

veneer over a worldly inside, but who truly hold to the Word, and so are filled 

by the Spirit with love for God.  This is where the promise of lasting life 

begins.  What is true of these few may become true for all, if they also hold to 

the Word.

Jesus introduces a new image, the image of clothes that haven’t been 

soiled, but he isn’t changing the subject.  He is still saying:  stay awake to me 

and my Word and so come to filled works—works filled with the Spirit, done in 

and out of love for God.  Those works filled with the Spirit are a covering, 

clothes for you.  And if those works haven’t become empty, “They who have not 

soiled their clothes, will walk with me dressed in white, for they are worthy.”

Now the Bible no where talks about a worthiness of our own for 

salvation, nor does it do so here.  Whoever keeps the Word receives the Spirit’s 

energy.  It is by the Spirit’s energy that he keeps his clothes clean, and even the 

clothes themselves come from the Lord.  To put it another way:  the righteous 
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deeds of the saints, those clothes, are the fruit of the Spirit, which he produced 

through the Word.  So it is a worthiness from beginning to end that has been 

given to us.  Grace.

The gospel came to Sardis, and with it the Spirit of Christ, applying the 

blood of Christ to them.  Washing and clothing them with Christ’s 

righteousness.  And some have not soiled that garment.  No, of course, that 

doesn’t mean they don’t or no longer sin.  But it does mean they hold 

themselves to the gospel, allowing so the Spirit to work in them and to cleanse 

the spots that they do get in their clothes through sin.  Their clothes stay clean 

thanks to their constantly receiving and accepting the word, the ministry of 

reconciliation.  For when they receive and accept and meditate on that Word 

they receive also the power and the working and the life of the Spirit.  And that 

sanctified life goes on.  That life will be in eternity without spot.  They will 

walk in white clothes with Christ as victors.

The Lord points to those few sanctified people, to call us all to life.  For 

the promise is addressed to all:  Whoever overcomes will, like those few, be 

dressed in white.  I will never blot out his name from the book of life.  Whoever 

overcomes even his own deadness through the gift of the Word and the Spirit—

will have not just the name that he lives, he will truly live.  And his name is 

written among the living in the heavenly Jerusalem.

Having the name here that you are alive doesn’t mean anything if your 

name isn’t in God’s book of life.
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If we receive the Word and through the Word life from the Spirit so that 

we turn to God in repentance, even though we stumble in many ways, you may 

know and be assured:  my name is written in the book of life and Christ will 

acknowledge my name before God and his angels.  On the last day Jesus will 

take the book and read aloud our names.  He will say as in John 17:  These, 

Father, are those who belong to me, whom you gave to me, and they have kept 

my Word.  Now I want them to be with me where I am.

Today, however, is the time for us to hear what the Spirit says to the 

churches.  To examine our lives as members of this congregation.  Our 

attendance and participation in worship, small groups, sunday school.  Our 

work as office-bearers.  Our fellowship, our giving, our outreach.  All of that 

has to be there for a good name.  None of it may be missing.

But it must never become something we just do where love for God and 

concern for his honor are not in our minds and our hearts.

The Lord shows us a dead congregation with a good name.  He does that 

not to hurt us or put down the good there is, but to keep us awake.  So we live, 

inwardly and outwardly with the energy of his Spirit, now and then forever in 

the age to come.


