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Revelation 3 

THE LETTER TO SARDIS (Revelation 3:1-6) 

3:1-6 And to the angel of the Church in Sardis, write:  

These things says he who has the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars.  

I know your works; I know that you have a reputation for life, but that you are dead. Show 
yourself watchful, and strengthen what remains and what is going to die. I have not found 
your works completed before my God. Remember, then, how you received and heard the 
gospel, and keep it, and repent. If, then, you are not on the watch, I will come as a thief, and 
you will not know at what hour I will come to you.  

But you have a few people in Sardis who have not defiled their garments and they will walk 
with me in white raiment, because they are worthy. He who overcomes will be thus clothed 
in white raiment and I will not wipe his name out of the Book of Life, but I will acknowledge 
his name before my Father and before his angels.  

Let him who has an ear hear what the Spirit is saying to the Churches.  

Sardis, Past Splendour And Present Decay (Revelation 3:1-6 Continued) 

Sir W. M. Ramsay said of Sardis that nowhere was there a greater example of the melancholy contrast between 
past splendour and present decay. Sardis was a city of degeneration.  

Seven hundred years before this letter was written Sardis had been one of the greatest cities in the world. There 
the king of Lydia ruled over his empire in oriental splendour. At that time Sardis was a city of the east and was 
hostile to the Greek world, Aeschylus wrote of it: "They that dwelt by Tmolous pledged themselves to cast the 
yoke on Hellas."  

Sardis stood in the midst of the plain of the valley of the River Hermus. To the north of that plain rose the long 
ridge of Mount Tmolus; from that ridge a series of hills went out like spurs, each forming a narrow plateau. On 
one of these spurs, fifteen hundred feet up, stood the original Sardis. Clearly such a position made it almost 
impregnable. The sides of the ridge were smoothly precipitous; and only where the spur met the ridge of Mount 
Tmolus was there any possible approach into Sardis and even that was hard and steep. It has been said that 
Sardis stood like some gigantic watch-tower, guarding the Hermus valley. The time came when the narrow 
space on the top of the plateau was too small for the expanding city; and Sardis grew round the foot of the spur 
on which the citadel stood. The name Sardis (Sardeis, Greek #4454, in Greek) is really a plural noun, for there 
were two towns, one on the plateau and one in the valley beneath.  

The wealth of Sardis was legendary. Through the lower town flowed the River Pactolus, which was said in the 
old days to have had gold-bearing waters from which much of the wealth of Sardis came. Greatest of the 
Sardian kings was Croesus, whose name is still commemorated in the proverb, "As rich as Croesus." It was with 
him that Sardis reached its zenith and it was with him that it plunged to disaster.  

It was not that Croesus was not warned where Sardis was heading. Solon, the wisest of the Greeks, came on a 
visit and was shown the magnificence and the luxury. He saw the blind confidence of Croesus and his people 
that nothing could end this splendour; but he also saw that the seeds of softness and of degeneration were 
being sown. And it was then that he uttered his famous saying to Croesus: "Call no man happy until he is dead." 
Solon knew only too well the chances and changes of life which Croesus had forgotten.  

https://www.studylight.org/lex/grk/gwview.cgi?n=4454


Croesus embarked upon a war with Cyrus of Persia which was the end of the greatness of Sardis. Again 
Croesus was warned, but he failed to see the warning. To get at the armies of Cyrus he had to cross the River 
Halys. He took counsel of the famous oracle at Delphi and was told: "If you cross the River Halys, you will 
destroy a great empire. Croesus took it as a promise that he would annihilate the Persians; it never crossed his 
mind that it was a prophecy that the campaign on which he had embarked would be the end of his own power.  

He crossed the Halys, engaged in battle and was routed. He was not in the least worried, for he thought that all 
he had to do was to retire to the impregnable citadel of Sardis, recuperate and fight again. Cyrus initiated the 
siege of Sardis, waited for fourteen days, then offered a special reward to anyone who would find an entry into 
the city.  

The rock on which Sardis was built was friable, more like close packed dried mud than rock. The nature of the 
rock meant that it developed cracks. A certain Mardian soldier called Hyeroeades had seen a Sardian soldier 
accidentally drop his helmet over the battlements, and then make his way down the precipice to retrieve it. 
Hyeroeades knew that there must be a crack in the rock there by means of which an agile man could climb up. 
That night he led a party of Persian troops up by the fault in the rock. When they reached the top they found the 
battlements completely unguarded.  

The Sardians had thought themselves too safe to need a guard; and so Sardis fell. A city with a history like that 
knew what the Risen Christ was talking about when he said: "Watch!"  

There were a few futile attempts at rebellion; but Cyrus followed a deliberate policy. He forbade any Sardian to 
possess a weapon of war. He ordered them to wear tunics and buskins, that is, actor's boots, instead of sandals. 
He ordered them to teach their sons lyre-playing, the song and the dance, and retail trading. Sardis had been 
flabby already but the last vestige of spirit was banished from its people and it became a city of degeneration.  

It vanished from history under Persian rule for two centuries. In due time it surrendered to Alexander the Great 
and through him it became a city of Greek culture. Then history repeated itself. After the death of Alexander 
there were many claimants for the power. Antiochus, who became the ruler of the area in which Sardis stood, 
was at war with a rival called Achaeus who sought refuge in Sardis. For a year Antiochus besieged him; then a 
soldier called Lagoras repeated the exploit of Hyeroeades. At night with a band of brave men he climbed the 
steep cliffs. The Sardians had forgotten their lesson. There was no guard and once again Sardis fell because it 
was not upon the watch.  

In due time the Romans came. Sardis was still a wealthy city. It was a centre of the woollen trade; and it was 
claimed that the art of dyeing wool was actually discovered there. It became a Roman assize town. In A.D. 17 it 
was destroyed by an earthquake which devasted the area. Tiberius, the Roman Emperor, in his kindness 
remitted all tribute for five years and gave a donation of 10,000,000 sesterces, that is, L400,000. towards 
rebuilding and Sardis recovered itself by the easy way.  

When John wrote his letter to Sardis, it was wealthy but degenerate. Even the once great citadel was now only 
an ancient monument on the hill top. There was no life or spirit there. The once great Sardians were soft, and 
twice they had lost their city because they were too lazy to watch. In that enervating atmosphere the Christian 
Church too had lost its vitality and was a corpse instead of a living Church.  

Sardis, Death In Life (Revelation 3:1-6 Continued) 

In the introduction to this letter the Risen Christ is described in two phrases.  

(i) He is he who has the seven Spirits of God. We have already come upon this strange phrase in Revelation 1:4. 
It has two aspects of meaning. (a) It denotes the Holy Spirit with his sevenfold gifts, an idea founded on the 
description of the Spirit in Isaiah 11:2. (b) It denotes the Spirit in his sevenfold operation. There are seven 
Churches, yet in each of them the Spirit operates with all his presence and power. The seven spirits signifies the 
completeness of the gifts of the Spirit and the universality of his presence.  



(ii) He is he who has the seven stars. The stars stand for the Churches and their angels. The Church is the 
possession of Jesus Christ. Many a time men act as if the Church belonged to them, but it belongs to Jesus 
Christ and all in it are his servants. In any decision regarding the Church, the decisive factor must be not what 
any man wishes the Church to do but what Jesus Christ wishes to be done.  

The terrible accusation against the Church at Sardis is that, although it has a reputation for life, it is, in fact, 
spiritually dead. The New Testament frequently likens sin to death. In the Pastoral Epistles we read: "She who is 
self-indulgent is dead even while she lives" (1 Timothy 5:6), The Prodigal Son is he who was dead and is alive 
again (Luke 15:24). The Roman Christians are men who have been brought from death to life (Romans 6:13). 
Paul says that his converts in their pre-Christian days were dead through trespasses and sins (Ephesians 2:1; 
Ephesians 2:5).  

(i) Sin is the death of the will. If a man accepts the invitations of sin for long enough, the time comes when he 
cannot accept anything else. Habits grow upon him until he can no longer break them. A man comes, as Seneca 
had it, to hate his sins and to love them at the same rime. There can be few of us who have not experienced the 
power of some habit into which we have fallen.  

(ii) Sin is the death of the feelings. The process of becoming the slave of sin does not happen overnight. The first 
time a man sins he does so with many a qualm. But the day comes, if he goes on taking what is forbidden, when 
he does without a qualm that which once he would have been horrified to do. Sin, as Burns had it, "petrifies the 
feeling."  

(iii) Sin is the death of all loveliness. The terrible thing about sin is that it can take the loveliest things and turn 
them into ugliness. Through sin the yearning for the highest can become the craving for power; the wish to serve 
can become the intoxication of ambition; the desire of love can become the passion of lust. Sin is the killer of 
life's loveliness.  

It is only by the grace of God that we can escape the death of sin.  

Sardis, A Lifeless Church (Revelation 3:1-6 Continued) 

The lifelessness of the Church at Sardis had a strange effect.  

(i) The Church at Sardis was untroubled by any heresy. Heresy is always the product of the searching mind; it is, 
in fact, the sign of a Church that is alive. There is nothing worse than a state in which a man is orthodox because 
he is too lazy to think for himself He is actually better with a heresy which he holds intensely than with an 
orthodoxy about which in his heart of hearts he does not care.  

(ii) The Church at Sardis was untroubled by any attack from the outside, neither by the heathen or by the Jews. 
The truth was that it was so lifeless that it was not worth attacking. The Pastoral Epistles describe those who had 
drifted away from the true faith by saying that they had a form of godliness but denied its power (2 Timothy 3:5). 
Moffatt translates it: "Though they keep up a form of religion, they will have nothing to do with it as a force." 
Phillips puts it: "They will maintain a facade of 'religion,' but their conduct will deny its validity."  

A truly vital Church will always be under attack. "Woe to you," said Jesus, "when all men speak well of you!" 
(Luke 6:26). A Church with a positive message is bound to be one to which there will be opposition.  

A Church which is so lethargic as to fail to produce a heresy is mentally dead; and a Church which is so negative 
as to fail to produce opposition is dead in its witness to Christ.  

Sardis, Watch! (Revelation 3:1-6 Continued) 

If anything is to be rescued from the impending ruin of the Church in Sardis the Christians there must wake from 
their deadly lethargy and watch. No commandment appears more frequently in the New Testament than that to 
watch.  



(i) Watchfulness should be the constant attitude of the Christian life. "It is full time," says Paul, "to wake from 
sleep" (Romans 13:11). "Be watchful, stand firm in your faith," he urges (1 Corinthians 16:13). It has been said 
that "eternal vigilance is the price of liberty" and eternal watchfulness is the price of salvation.  

(ii) The Christian must be on the watch against the wiles of the devil (1 Peter 5:8). The history of Sardis had its 
vivid examples of what happens to the garrison whose watch is slack. The Christian is under continual attack by 
the powers which seek to seduce him from his loyalty to Christ. Often these attacks are subtle. He must, 
therefore, be ever on the watch.  

(iii) The Christian must be on the watch against temptation "Watch and pray," said Jesus, "that you may not 
enter into temptation" (Matthew 26:41). Temptation waits for our unguarded moments and then attacks. In the 
Christian life there must be unceasing vigilance against it.  

(iv) Repeatedly the New Testament urges the Christian to be on the watch for the coming of his Lord. "Watch, 
therefore," said Jesus, "for you do not know on what day your Lord is coming." "What I say to you, I say to all: 
watch" (Matthew 24:42-43; Mark 13:37). "Let us not sleep, as others do," writes Paul to the Thessalonians. "Let 
us keep awake and be sober" (1 Thessalonians 5:6). No man knows the day and the hour when for him eternity 
will invade time. "The last day is a secret," says Augustine, "that every day may be watched." A man should live 
every day as if it were his last.  

(v) The Christian must be on the watch against false teaching. In Paul's last address to the elders of Ephesus he 
warns them that grievous wolves will invade the flock from outside and from inside men will arise to speak 
perverse things. "Therefore," he says, "watch!" (Acts 20:29-31).  

(vi) Nor must the Christian forget that, even as he must watch for Jesus Christ, Jesus Christ is watching him. "I 
have not found your works perfect," says the Risen Christ, "in the sight of my God." Here two great truths meet 
us. (a) Christ is looking for something from us. We so often regard him as the one to whom we look for things; for 
his strength, his help, his support, his comfort. But we must never forget that he is looking for our love, our 
loyalty and our service. (b) The things a man must do lie to his hand. The old saying is true: "Fate is what we 
must do; destiny is what we are meant to do." The Christian does not believe in an inescapable fate; but he does 
believe in a destiny which he can accept or refuse.  

From everyone of us Jesus Christ is looking for something; and for everyone of us there is something to do.  

Sardis, The Imperatives Of The Risen Lord (Revelation 3:1-6 Continued) 

In Revelation 3:3 we have a series of imperatives.  

(i) The Risen Christ says: "Remember how you received and heard the gospel." It is the present imperative and 
means: "Keep on remembering; never allow yourself to forget." The Risen Christ is telling the lethargic Sardians 
to remember the thrill with which they first heard the good news. It is a fact of life that certain things sharpen 
memory which has grown dull. When, for instance, we return to a graveside, the sorrow from which the years 
have taken the edge grows piercingly poignant again. Ever and again the Christian must stand before the Cross 
and remember again what God has done for him.  

(ii) The Risen Christ says: "Repent!" This is an aorist imperative and describes one definite action. In the 
Christian life there must be a decisive moment, when a man decides to be done with the old way and to begin on 
the new.  

(iii) The Risen Christ says: "Keep the commands of the gospel." Here again we have a present imperative 
indicating continuous action. It means: "Never stop keeping the commands of the gospel." Here is a warning 
against what we might call "spasmodic Christianity." Too many of us are Christian one moment and unchristian 
the next.  

(iv) There is the command to watch. There is an old Latin saying that "the gods walk on feet that are wrapped in 
wool." Their approach is silent and unobserved, until a man finds himself without warning facing eternity. But that 



cannot happen if every day a man lives in the presence of Christ; he who walks hand-in-hand with Christ cannot 
be taken unawares by his coming.  

Sardis, The Faithful Few (Revelation 3:1-6 Continued) 

In Revelation 3:4 there shines through the darkness a ray of hope. Even in Sardis there are the faithful few. 
When Abraham is pleading with God for Sodom, he appeals to God: "To slay the righteous with the wicked, far 
be that from thee" (Genesis 18:25). In the old story of the kings, Abijah alone of all the sons of Jeroboam was 
spared because in him was found some good thing toward the Lord God of Israel (1 Kings 14:13). God never 
abandons his search for the faithful few and they are never lost to his sight in the mass of the wicked.  

It is said of the faithful that they "have not soiled their garments." James spoke with respect and admiration of 
the man who kept himself "unstained from the world" (James 1:27). There are two possible pictures here.  

(i) In the heathen world no worshipper was allowed to approach a temple of the gods with soiled clothes. For the 
heathen this was an external thing; but this may describe the man who has kept his soul clean so that he can 
enter into the presence of God and not be ashamed.  

(ii) Swete thinks that the white garments stand for the profession a man made at baptism; and that the phrase 
described the man who had not broken his baptismal vows. At this stage in the Church's history baptism was 
adult baptism, and at baptism a man took his personal pledge to Jesus Christ. This is all the more likely because 
it was common at baptism to clothe a man, after he had emerged from the water, in clean white robes, symbolic 
of the cleansing of his life. The man who is faithful to his pledge will, beyond a doubt, some day hear God say: 
"Well done!"  

To those who have been true the promise is that they will walk with God. Again there is a double background.  

(a) There may be a heathen background. At the Persian court the king's most trusted favourites were given the 
privilege of walking in the royal gardens with the king and were called "The Companions of the Garden." Those 
who have been true to God will some day walk with him in Paradise.  

(b) There may be a reference to the old story of Enoch. "And Enoch walked with God, and he was not; for God 
took him" (Genesis 5:24). Enoch walked with God on earth and continued to walk with him in the heavenly 
places. The man whose walk with God is close on earth will enter into a nearer companionship with him when 
the end of life comes.  

Sardis, The Threefold Promise (Revelation 3:1-6 Continued) 

To those who have been faithful comes the threefold promise.  

(i) They will be clothed with white raiment. It is said of the righteous that "they will shine forth like the sun in the 
Kingdom of their Father" (Matthew 13:43); and it is said of God that he covers himself with light as with a 
garment (Psalms 104:2). What do the white robes signify?  

(a) In the ancient world white robes stood for festivity. "Let your garments be always white," said the preacher, 
"and let not oil be lacking on your head" (Ecclesiastes 9:8). The white robes may stand for the fact that the 
faithful will be guests at the banquet of God.  

(b) In the ancient world white robes stood for victory. On the day when a Roman triumph was celebrated, all the 
citizens clad themselves in white; the city itself was called urbs candida, the city in white. The white robes may 
stand for the reward of those who have won the victory.  

(c) In any land and time white is the colour of purity, and the white robes may stand for the purity whose reward 
is to see God. "Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God" (Matthew 5:8).  



(d) It has been suggested that the white robes stand for the resurrection bodies which the faithful will some day 
wear. They who are faithful will share in that whiteness of light which is the garment of God himself.  

We need not make a choice between these various meanings; we may well believe that they are all included in 
the greatness of the promise.  

(ii) Their names will not be wiped out of the Book of Life. The Book of Life is a conception which occurs often in 
the Bible. Moses is willing to be wiped out of the book which God has written, if by his sacrifice he can save his 
people from the consequence of their sin (Exodus 32:32-33). It is the hope of the Psalmist that the wicked will be 
blotted out of the book of the living (Psalms 69:28). In the time of judgment those who are written in the book will 
be delivered (Daniel 12:1). The names of Paul's fellow-labourers for God are written in the book of life 
(Philippians 4:3). He who is not written in the book of life is cast into the lake of fire (Revelation 20:15); only they 
who are written in the Lamb's book of life shall enter into blessedness (Revelation 21:27).  

In the ancient world a king kept a register of his citizens. When a man committed a crime against the state, or 
when he died, his name was erased from that register. To have one's name written in the book of life is to be 
numbered amongst the faithful citizens of the Kingdom of God.  

(iii) Jesus Christ will confess their names before his Father and the angels. It was Jesus' promise that, if a man 
confessed him before men, he would confess him before his Father; and if a man denied him before men, he 
would deny him before his Father (Matthew 10:32-33; Luke 12:8-9). Jesus Christ is for ever true to the man who 
is true to him.  
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