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DEALING WITH A DEAD CHURCH 
 
Revelation 3:1-6 
Introduction: When I preached in Mexico it was impossible to overlook the 

large structures known as churches. I remember visiting a very large church in 
Merida, Mexico, which is in the Yucatan Peninsula. It was a large structure and 
the inside was elaborate beyond extravagant. As a young boy the church I grew 

up in, First Baptist Church of Pampa, Texas, had some large stained glass 
windows. There was one that was at the back of the main auditorium that was 

visible from the street which was a picture of the resurrection with the angel 
telling the women that the tomb was empty and Jesus had risen as He said He 
would. There was a time in our culture that the church building was an 

important piece of attraction for people to attend. The more elaborate the 
building and furnishings were, was a source of expression of the congregation’s 
devotion to God. There was an emphasis on the “physical” building instead of 

emphasizing the “spiritual” building. It is my conviction that there was a 
disconnect in the 1940’s and 1950’s of what was important spiritually which 

brought about a disconnect with the world and eventually had many turning 
away from the church. That is evident with the “Hippy” movement where people 
began to emphasize the “physical” relationship between each other and rejected 

the “spiritual” relationship that was supposed to be found in the church and its 
message.  

 When we come to Revelation 3 we are confronted with a statement that 
possibly could be addressed to the church today. Look at Revelation 3:1 (KJV) 
And unto the angel of the church in Sardis write; These things saith he that 

hath the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars; I know thy works, that thou 
hast a name that thou livest, and art dead. [Emphasis added.] Do not overlook 
the phrase “art dead.” Some preachers and commentators designate the church 

at Sardis as “the dead church.”  
 The church situated in the city of Sardis was faced with some interesting 

culture. The historians note that the city was ruled by a king named Croesus. 
According to the commentators, his name became associated with great wealth. 
The major reason for this is that the city is given credit for establishing the 

modern practice of using coins as a medium of purchasing things. The first 
coins were minted at Sardis in 580 B.C. One writer says that Sardis is the place 

where “modern money was born.”1 They suggest that the name Croesus became 
associated with the idea of wealth. Evidently there was a time when the phrase 
“rich as Croesus” was a byword for extreme wealth. I had never heard that 

phrase until studying for this message. There are some characteristics of the 
city of Sardis that help us understand the conditions found there and the 

influence it had upon the church located in Sardis. 

                                                           
1 William Barclay, Letters to the Seven Churches (New York: Abingdon Press, 1957) page 69. 
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 It was a great commercial center and extremely wealthy. According to 

Barclay there was a river running through the city which was “gold 
bearing.”2 This became a source of great wealth for the city.  

 Sardis was a major market for the wool industry. Large herds of sheep 

were grazed in the area and the natural market was Sardis.  

 According to William Barclay it was a center for worship of Cybele which 

was a “wild, frenzied, hysterical affair.”3  

 The people of Sardis were noted for their “loose living” and the culture 

was well known for its tendency for pleasure and luxury. If it were in 
operation today it would have been called a “party town.”  

Let’s examine the text and see the lessons or might we say “warnings” from the 
Lord Jesus Christ to this church which is “dead.” In fact we saw in Revelation 

3:1 where Jesus said the church was “dead.” Look at Revelation 3:2 (KJV) Be 
watchful, and strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die: for I 
have not found thy works perfect before God. [Emphasis added.] Even some of 

the things there were about to die out, even the things which were still there 
but on life support.  

 
I. THE CHARACTERISTICS OF CHRIST, REVELATION 3:1. Jesus is the one who has 

the “seven Spirits of God” and the “seven churches.” It bears repeating 

what the “seven Spirits of God” are. This phrase is found four times in the 
book of Revelation. Look at Revelation 1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6. It bears noting 
that these all occur in the first part of the book and prior to the beginning 

of the Great Tribulation which officially begins in Revelation 6:1 with the 
opening of the “seven seals.” This is where the “white horse” appears and 

one sitting on him who had a bow, a crown and went forth “conquering.” 
This is not the Lord Jesus Christ as we find Him coming on a white horse 
in Revelation 19. The “seven Spirits” have been a mystery to many but a 

little comparing scripture with scripture will reveal the meaning. In 
Revelation 4:5 we find that the “seven lamps of fire burning” which were 
around the throne of God. Notice what is stated about these seven lamps in 

Revelation 4:5 (KJV) And out of the throne proceeded lightnings and 
thunderings and voices: and there were seven lamps of fire burning before 

the throne, which are the seven Spirits of God. [Emphasis added.] These 
lamps are “around the throne.” When you come to Revelation 5:6 we find 
a similar thing occurring. The Lamb was in the “midst” of the throne, the 

four beasts and the elders. The Lamb had “seven horns and seven eyes” 
which according to the text “which are the seven Spirits of God sent forth 

into all the earth.” We find a lot of imagery here and it is interesting that 
these seven Spirits of God are compared to lamps, horns and eyes. Dr. 
John F. Walvoord made an excellent statement in relation to this matter. 

He said, “These are best understood as a representation of the Holy Spirit 
in a sevenfold way rather than seven individual spirits which would require 

                                                           
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid. 
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that they be understood as seven angels.”4 In light of this let’s review Isaiah 
11:2-3 (KJV) 2 And the spirit of the LORD[1] shall rest upon him, the spirit 

of wisdom[2] and understanding,[3] the spirit of counsel [4] and might, [5] 
the spirit of knowledge [6] and of the fear of the LORD [7]; 3 And shall make 

him of quick understanding in the fear of the LORD: and he shall not judge 
after the sight of his eyes, neither reprove after the hearing of his ears: 
 

II. THE CRITICISM OF CHRIST, REVELATION 3:2.  
A. Take note that two times the church is admonished to “watch” or “be 

watchful.” Note Revelation 3:2, 3. There was an event that the 

population/residents of the city would know about that caused the city 
some great problems. Look at Revelation 3:2 (KJV) Be watchful, and 

strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die: for I have not 
found thy works perfect before God. [Emphasis added.]  

Seven hundred years before this letter arrived, the city of Sardis 

was one of the greatest cities in that world. Sardis stood like a gigantic 
watchtower guarding the Hermus valley. However, the king with the 

Midas touch, Croesus, marched to fight a king named Cyrus, of Persia. 
He was soon routed and he and his army fled back to this impregnable 
citadel 1500 feet above the valley. 

Cyrus marched there as well, but was stopped at the face of the 
sheer cliffs that bordered three sides of this empire city. There was no 
way in. For fourteen days, Cyrus laid siege and then, in frustration, 

offered a handsome reward to any one of his soldiers who could find an 
entry into the city. 

One day, an alert Persian soldier named Hyeroeades saw a Sardian 
soldier accidentally drop his helmet over the battlements and then make 
his way down the precipice to retrieve it. He made a mental note of the 

places for the hands to grasp and the small footholds, unnoticed before, 
for the feet of an agile soldier. 

That night, Hyeroeades led a small party of Persian warriors up by 

the same crevice in the rock. When they reached the top and hopped over 
the wall, they found the battlement unguarded and the soldiers asleep, 

so confident were they that no one could ever take the city. 
The Persian soldiers simply opened the front gates and Croesus 

surrendered without a fight.5 

Not once, but twice this same event occurred. Six hundred fifty years 
later, in the early dawning of the first century, the city was overthrown 

by the Roman General Antiochus who also climbed the cliff and found 
the guards asleep. 

Several times the Apostle Paul admonished the church in 

Thessalonica and also Timothy to “watch.” 1 Thessalonians 5:6 (KJV)  

                                                           
4 The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Chicago: Moody Press, 1966) page 108. 
5 William Barclay, Revelation: Volume 1, cited by Stephen Davey, 
http://media.colonial.org/files/PDFs/CBC/Special%20Delivery%20Part%20VIII.pdf  

http://media.colonial.org/files/PDFs/CBC/Special%20Delivery%20Part%20VIII.pdf
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Therefore let us not sleep, as do others; but let us watch and be 
sober. 2 Timothy 4:5 (KJV) But watch thou in all things, endure 

afflictions, do the work of an evangelist, make full proof of thy ministry. 
[Emphasis added.] 

  
B. THE CALL TO A DEAD CHURCH, REVELATION 3:1-2. If you look at the word 

“dead” in verse 1 you find that it is found 132 times in the NT and it is 

always translated “dead.” The word literally means a “corpse.” The 
medical profession have a word that comes from this Greek word 

nekrosis, which is “necrosis” and means, are you ready for this? Death. 
There is somewhat of a parallel with this church and the church of 
Laodicea. Both of the cities were a center for wealth and both of them 

had a spiritual problem. This church had the appearance of life but as 
God saw the church it had the appearance of being dead. Look again at 

Revelation 3:1 (KJV) And unto the angel of the church in Sardis write; 
These things saith he that hath the seven Spirits of God, and the seven 
stars; I know thy works, that thou hast a name that thou livest, and 

art dead. They have the appearance of life but there was no pulse. They 
had spiritually moved from life to death. If the “First Responders” were 
sent there they would begin CPR. They were breathing but no pulse. 

They had not flat-lined yet. Revelation 3:2 (KJV) Be watchful, and 
strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die: for I have 

not found thy works perfect before God. [Emphasis added.] They were 
what might be called a “walking corpse.” One preacher described a 
“dead church.” He said,  

“Have you ever been to a dead church? There were people 
there, a service took place, some songs were mumbled through, the 

lights were on, the climate was controlled, the plumbing worked, 
Sunday school manuals were passed out, the pastor went through 
his motions – but the church had no spiritual vitality. It was dead 

and you could almost feel it. You were visiting an indoor cemetery. 
You went through the motions with a hushed sense, as if you 
might wake someone up.”6 

 
III. THE COMMANDS OF CHRIST, REVELATION 3:3.  

A. Remember. They need to remember the things they have heard. The 
gospel had been preached and they received it with gladness. It can be 
easy to forget the grace of God which brought us salvation. It is easy to 

forget the responsibility we have to serve the Lord Jesus Christ. It is 
easy to forget our responsibility to the local church and its fellowship 

and ministry. It is easy to forget our service to the Lord Jesus Christ.  
B. Hold fast and repent. Look again at Revelation 3:2 (KJV) Be watchful, 

and strengthen the things which remain, that are ready to die: for I 

have not found thy works perfect before God. There were some things 

                                                           
6 Davey.  
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that needed attention. If there were a problem in the church would you 
be able to identify it? Is there a problem in the church nationally that 

you would be able to identify?  
C. Watch. We have addressed this in another place. Jesus Christ is telling 

them to “wake up.” Failure to “watch” has its consequences according to 
Revelation 3:3, “. . .If therefore thou shalt not watch, I will com on thee 
as a thief, and thou shalt not know what hour I will come to thee.”  

 
IV. THE COMMENDATION BY CHRIST, REVELATION 3:4. This is the one church 

where Jesus Christ has nothing to say in commendation to this church. 

One preacher points out some things that causes a church to drift into 
spiritual death. 

 It begins to worship the past. They constantly talk about how it “used to 
be.” 

 It protects tradition rather than doctrine. 

 It is unwilling to risk new adventures of faith. Someone has said the 

Seven Last Words of the Dying Church is “we have never done it that 
way before.” 

 It becomes infatuated with itself rather than the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 It refuses to welcome new people. Have you ever been chased out of a 

seat that someone had claimed as theirs? I was told about one church 
needed to raise money and they sold pews to people that they could 

claim as “theirs.” 
  
V. THE CALL FROM CHRIST TO OVERCOME, REVELATION 3:5. 

 

 


