The Grand Finale of Human History #8

“Autopsy of a Dead Church”

Revelation 3:1-6

Thom Rainer is a church consultant often called upon when a local church is struggling. Sometimes he is able to determine the problem area(s) and counsel the congregation to head in a different direction. When they implement necessary changes, the churches can recover; when they refuse, or if they waited too long to call for help, the churches die.

Rainer writes of one Midwest church that had gone from a Sunday morning attendance of 750 down to 83. He assessed that only radical changes could hope to save the church—changes the people were unwilling to make. The church eventually died. He writes,

My friend from that church called me a week after the church officially closed its doors. Together, my friend and I reviewed the past ten or more years. We learned with even more clarity why the church died. We performed an autopsy.

That sounds odd to our ears—an autopsy for a church? In Rainer’s book, Autopsy of a Deceased Church, he analyzes fourteen churches that died, and from their experiences draws out a dozen lessons for struggling churches to stay alive.

The word “autopsy” comes from the Greek “seeing with one’s own eye.” It has to do with dissecting and examining a dead body for the sake of determining the cause of illness, disease, and death. Historians tell us it was first performed publicly in 1315, in the days of the Renaissance, when there was a rebirth of interest in the human anatomy. But history is wrong: the first autopsy done publicly was not performed in 1315, nor were these men (or physicians of the day) the first to do them. The first to perform an autopsy was Jesus Christ, and His autopsy was unique. He did not perform it on one person but on many at the same time; He did not perform it on the dead, but on the living. Perhaps it is more accurate to say “the living corpses in the church of Sardis.”
 Jesus pronounced the church dead, yet gave hope for resuscitation. 

A “dead church”—what exactly does that mean? Chuck Swindoll writes,

Maybe it means their sanctuary is a morgue with a steeple. It’s a congregation of corpses with undertakers for ushers, embalmers for elders, and morticians for ministers. Their pastor graduated from a theological cemetery. The choir director is the local coroner. They sing “Embalmed in Gilead” and “Amazing Grave, How Sweet the Ground.” You might describe their worship as stiff. At the Rapture, they’ll be the first churches taken up because the Bible says, “The dead in Christ shall rise first.” They drive to church in one long line with their headlights on. Whenever someone joins their membership, the church office immediately notifies the next of kin. Each week they put an ad in the obituaries. The church van is a black hearse and the church sign is a tombstone. Their motto is, “Many are cold and a few are frozen.”

All kidding aside, dead churches are no joke. Perhaps in our vocabulary we could speak of such bodies as being “on life support.” They still exist, and their necessary functions—weekly worship, business meetings, and the like—still continue, but there is no quality of life present.

Such was the condition of the church in Sardis, whom Jesus writes in Revelation 3:1-6,

To the angel of the church in Sardis write: 

These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead. Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God. Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you. 

Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.
Sardis itself was a lively place. The town of Sardis lay 30 miles southeast of Thyatira and 50 miles due east of Smyrna. Situated at the junction of five roads, with a commanding view of the Hermus valley, Sardis was an active commercial city and very wealthy. It boasted a proud history. The capital of the old kingdom of Lydia, it was here that the fabulous King Croesus reigned amid his proverbial treasures. Ancient Sardis derived much of its wealth from the gold found in the sand of the Pactolus River, and the city issued the first gold and silver coins struck in history. During the Roman era coins of Sardis form a beautiful series and have been found in considerable numbers by peasants who farm the surrounding areas.
 Jewelry found in local cemeteries indicates great prosperity.

But in a.d. 17 it was devastated by an earthquake. Through the generosity of the Emperor Tiberius, who remitted its taxes for five years and spent 10,000,000 sesterces—about a million dollars—for its reconstruction, the city was rebuilt, and flourished again to the extent that the ancient historian Strabo could call it “a great city”, though it never regained its former glory.

Sardis is conceivably the place of Jewish exile, namely, Sepharad, mentioned in Obadiah 20. This designation eventually was assigned to Jews from Spain, who were called Sephardic Jews. The importance of the occurrence of the term suggests that Jews from the Diaspora were living in this city early in the history of Sardis. Jewish settlement in Sardis is further confirmed by the discovery of an Aramaic inscription, which appears in bilingual form involving both Lydian and Aramaic, and by the fact that Josephus speaks of Antiochus III as having located 2,000 Jewish families from Mesopotamia in the area of Phrygia and Lydia. Further biblical references to “Lud” or “Ludim” found in Genesis 10 and 1 Chronicles 1 could be references to the Lydians and are so identified by Josephus.

Sardis also enjoyed military advantages because of its terrain. The acropolis of Sardis was about 1,500 feet above the main roads, and it formed an impregnable fortress
…or so they thought. Just as the “unsinkable” Titanic proved not to be unsinkable, so the “impregnable” fortress of Sardis did indeed fall—twice. In Book I of The Persian War, Herodotus recounts the taking of the city of Sardis by Cyrus the Persian—an event that was so surprising that it became proverbial in the ancient world. 

The following is the way in which Sardis was taken. On the fourteenth day of the siege Cyrus bade some horsemen ride about his lines, and make proclamation to the whole army that he would give a reward to the man who should first mount the wall. After this he made an assault, but without success. His troops retired, but a certain Mardian, Hyroeades by name, resolved to approach the citadel and attempt it at a place where no guards were ever set. On this side the rock was so precipitous, and the citadel (as it seemed) so impregnable, that no fear was entertained of its being carried in this place. Here was the only portion of the circuit round which their old king Meles did not carry the lion which his leman bore to him. For when the Telmessians had declared that if the lion were taken round the defences, Sardis would be impregnable, and Meles, in consequence, carried it round the rest of the fortress where the citadel seemed open to attack, he scorned to take it round this side, which he looked on as a sheer precipice, and therefore absolutely secure. It is on that side of the city which faces Mount Tmolus. Hyroeades, however, having the day before observed a Lydian soldier descend the rock after a helmet that had rolled down from the top, and having seen him pick it up and carry it back, thought over what he had witnessed, and formed his plan. He climbed the rock himself, and other Persians followed in his track, until a large number had mounted to the top. Thus was Sardis taken, and given up entirely to pillage. 

Another Greek historian, Polybius, relates a very similar account in Book VII of his Histories. Polybius tells how a soldier in Antiochus’s army found a place on the wall of Sardis that was altogether unguarded because of the extreme precipice near it. While the army mounted an attack on the gate of the city, this soldier and his comrades mounted ladders at the unguarded point, entered the city, and opened the gates for the army of Antiochus. 

These two famous events make it clear that Sardis was a place known for being twice captured at precisely the place where the supposed strength of the city due to the imposing precipice made the besieged forces so confident that no guards were posted.

Nothing is known of the origins of the church in Sardis, nor of its early growth, except what may be gathered from this letter. The most important religion at Sardis was the worship of Cybele. Yet John does not mention anything like the persecutions at Smyrna and Pergamum or the heresies of the Nicolaitans. It may be that this church had not suffered disturbance from without and that its troubles stemmed from its comparatively sheltered existence.

Turning to the letter itself, this is one of the most severe of the seven dictated to the churches.
 Jesus touches on three pairs of issues with the church at Sardis. He addresses the reputation and the reality in verse one, the rebuke and the remedy in verses 2-3, and the remnant and the reward in verses 4-6.

The Reputation and the Reality (1)

In verse one Jesus says, “These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars. I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive, but you are dead.” The problem at Sardis is a matter of relationship. Here the question is the relationship between reputation and reality. The reputation of the church at Sardis was life, but the reality was that they were dead.
 

What did it mean that the church in Sardis was, in large part, dead? Today we almost exclusively think of death in physical terms—when a person’s heart stops beating or lungs stop breathing. In the Bible, though, dead can mean “of poor quality” or “useless.” Therefore, in Hebrews 6:1 and 9:14, the works of a person prior to his or her new life in Christ were “dead.” Christ used the same concept when He spoke of the church in Sardis as “dead.” Although the believers were physically alive, their works and faith were useless, as seen in James 2:20, 26.

The church of Sardis had acquired a name. Its reputation as a progressive church had evidently spread far and wide. It was well regarded in the city and in the neighborhood. No false doctrine was taking root in its fellowship. We hear of neither Balaam, nor Nicolaitans, nor Jezebel. Its congregation was probably quite large for those days, and growing, while its program doubtless included many excellent projects. It had no shortage of money, talent, or human resources. There was every indication of life and vigor. But outward appearances are notoriously deceptive; and this socially distinguished congregation was a spiritual graveyard. It seemed to be alive, but it was actually dead.

Christ introduced Himself in terms directly related to their situation: “Him who holds the seven Spirits of God and the seven stars.” The seven spirits symbolize the sevenfold ministry of the Spirit, and the seven stars represent the seven messengers (or pastors) of the churches. How does this image relate to Sardis’s condition as a “dead” church? Jesus seems to have emphasized that He holds in His hands the power of life for the churches through the work of the Holy Spirit.

The ancient Creed of Constantinople of a.d. 381 describes the Holy Spirit as “the Lord and giver of life.” Both the Old and New Testaments affirm this work of the Holy Spirit. Job 33:4 says, “The Spirit of God has made me, and the breath of the Almighty gives me life.” We think of a body without breath as dead; in the Bible, the words “spirit” and “breath” are identical. In John 6:63 Jesus says, “It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing.” And the apostle Paul famously writes in 2 Corinthians 3:6, “The letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”

All of the church’s man-made programs can never bring life, any more than a circus can resurrect a corpse. The church’s life comes from the Spirit. When the Spirit is grieved, the church begins to lose life and power. When sin is confessed and church members get right with God and with each other, then the Spirit infuses new life—revival!

Satan did not have to pressure them with persecution or temptation; their church was already dead. They had become comfortable with the world and had no price to pay for their faith in Jesus Christ.
 Here is a picture of nominal Christianity, outwardly prosperous, busy with the externals of religious activity, but devoid of spiritual life and power.
 Such a warning should cause us to look within. As a church, the believers in Sardis undoubtedly dreamed that they were awake. Jesus may not be satisfied with the status quo in our lives or our churches.

The Rebuke and the Remedy (2-3)

Jesus does not stop there; in verses 2-3 we see the rebuke and the remedy.

Wake up! Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God. Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent. But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you.
Like the doctor in charge of a trauma unit, Jesus began shouting five orders in rapid succession. These five are Christ’s prescription for the dying church in Sardis.

First, He called them to “wake up!” As if shaking somebody just before he or she loses consciousness, Christ took the church in Sardis into His arms and shouted, “Stay with Me!”
 This is why I likened this church to a patient on life support; you cannot appeal to a dead man to wake up! Some church members at Sardis were sleepy rather than dead, and the risen Jesus calls them to rouse themselves from their heavy spiritual slumber.
 “Wake up!” can be rendered, “be watchful” (the verb tense indicates a continuing state). It is not merely the call to be awake; it is to remain awake. There is the idea of a continuing alertness.
 This must have come home with peculiar force to a city that had twice been defeated owing to its failure to watch.

Second, Christ told the church in Sardis to “strengthen the things that remain.” For many in Sardis, a flicker of life shimmered with hope. It’s likely that every dead church has at least a remnant of the living. Dwelling in the environment of a dead church week after week, however, takes its toll. In time, those few warm bodies begin to cool to room temperature, along with the majority. In Sardis, even good deeds were done halfheartedly.

It may be that when Jesus says, “for I have not found your works complete in the sight of my God,” he is referring to the way the church has failed to confess his name. We can certainly understand this temptation, can’t we? It is all too easy to stay on someone’s good side by avoiding any confrontational discussions about the gospel. Confessing Jesus, proclaiming the gospel, is a divisive, confrontational thing to do. But we must do it.

Third, Christ ordered His spiritual patients to “remember what you have received and heard.” Remember (mnēmoneue) is a present imperative with the meaning “bear in mind” (rather than “recall”).
 To this day every true church’s worship features a constant reminder: the Lord’s Supper, or Communion. When this ordinance is practiced correctly, the church comes together to remember the death of Christ as payment for sins. Other ways of remembering include reading God’s written Word and listening to the passionate proclamation of God’s truth.
 

Fourth, Christ commanded the church in Sardis to “obey” the truth they received and heard. Again, obey is a present imperative and implies a continuing activity.
 According to Scripture, remembering is more than just thinking; it includes doing. Christ tells us that physically doing things to help us remember will keep us from drifting into the death of spiritual fog and forgetfulness. Merely reading and hearing God’s Word isn’t enough. We must let it transform us. We must be as committed to obedience as we are to orthodoxy.
 

Finally, Christ instructed the church in Sardis to “repent.” Unlike the other verbs in this test, the term repent is in the aorist tense, which when used in a command means, “do at once what is commanded.”
 This call is urgent.
 He calls for a decisive change of mind and attitude that would set them on the right course toward recovery. He didn’t whisper about their condition or try to smooth over the negatives. The Great Physician quickly explained the seriousness of their spiritual state and wrote them a clear prescription: “No more playing around with spiritual things. No more talking about doing what’s right. The time has come to do it! Start today!”
 

If the church does not watch, Christ will come to it like a thief. This proverbial expression for unexpectedness is further emphasized with “you will not know at what time I will come to you.” This is not a reference to the Second Coming, which will take place whether they are watchful or not. But Christ comes in many other ways and this is clearly a limited coming in judgment on unrepentant sinners. Their fate is nonetheless fearsome as it is left undefined.

The Remnant and the Reward (4-6)

Finally, we read of the remnant and the reward in verses 4-6,

Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white. I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels. He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.
No matter how badly His people deteriorate, God always preserves a remnant to carry out His will and to bring forth fruit.
 To these Jesus promises three rewards in this passage.

The first promise Christ mentioned twice: “they will walk with Me in white.” Later, in Revelation 7:14, John will see a large multitude of saints gathered in heaven who “have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” The white robes represent the cleansing from sin received by faith in Christ. The image of “walking in white” is a promise of living in eternal, unblemished righteousness.

Christ’s second promise is stated in the negative: “I will not erase his name from the book of life.” Jesus told His disciples in Luke 10:20 to rejoice because their names were “written in heaven.” The Greek verb is in the perfect tense, which means it can be translated (as Kenneth Wuest does in his Expanded Translation), “your names have been written in heaven and are on permanent record up there.”
 If a person is clothed with eternal righteousness, make no mistake: he or she has an eternally secure future. The biblos, or “scroll of life,” is a symbol of permanent security. Our future blessings are certain, as if God has written our names in a great registry of the citizens of heaven.
 It is mentioned again in Rev. 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; and 21:27. Some have worried that if Jesus promises not to blot out these names, will others be blotted out? Philip Hughes writes,

It would be altogether wrong to imagine an activity of constant bookkeeping in heaven, involving not only the registration of new names but also the removal of names previously entered and the restoration of names previously removed. Such a conception could only be conducive to insecurity on the part of God’s people (whose names might be in his book today and out tomorrow) and to uncertainty even in the mind of God himself regarding the ultimate outcome of his redemptive action, which is unthinkable.

Finally, the third promise reveals the positive side of the second: “I will confess his name before My Father and before His angels.” This links with the promise Christ made during His earthly ministry. Matthew 10:32 says, “Therefore everyone who confesses Me before men, I will also confess him before My Father who is in heaven.” In other words, on the day of judgment, Christ will vouch for those who belong to Him.
 If it is true that the Christians in Sardis were hesitant to openly confess the name of Christ in their community, this might be a strong motivation to do so, for in the following verse in Matthew 10 Jesus states, “But whoever disowns me before men, I will disown him before my Father in heaven.”
Let’s not wait for an autopsy to show how our church died. Let’s take the prescription of Jesus for the church at Sardis to heart: “Wake up! Be watchful! Repent! Remember the Word you have received and obey it!” This is the formula for revival. It is good to guard our spiritual heritage, but we must not embalm it. It is not enough to have a great history and be true to the faith. That faith must produce life and works.
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