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“What To Do When You’re (Mostly) Dead” Rev. 3:1-6  1/13/12 

 There has been a lot interest in the book of Revelation ever since Hal 

Lindsey’s best-seller, “The Late, Great Planet Earth,” came out in the 

1970's, with its claim that some of the events foretold in Revelation are 

occurring right now and others will happen in the immediate future.  More 

recently, the blockbuster “Left Behind” book and film series by Tim LaHaye  

has sparked even more interest in this complex book- a book that has 

puzzled Christian interpreters of the Bible virtually since it was written! 

 This morning we begin a series in Revelation, specifically about the 

seven churches found in the first three chapters.  But whenever we read 

the book of Revelation, we need to hold several things in our mind at once.  

First, this is apocalyptic literature, using wild, vivid, sometimes baffling 

images to make its points.  Second, it pictures Christians as caught in a 

great cosmic struggle between the New Jerusalem, (or the Kingdom of God 

under Jesus Christ), and the Great Babylon, (a symbol of the powerful, 

pagan Roman empire).  Christians, as citizens of both kingdoms, struggle 

with conflicts of loyalty between the two.  Revelation reminds Christians 

that their primary loyalty lies with God’s kingdom, which will ultimately 

prevail. 

 Revelation begins with letters to seven churches in Asia Minor.  They 

provide us with the full range of responses of the citizens of the New 

Jerusalem to the pressures of living in the Great Babylon.  This morning, 
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we focus on the letter to the church at Sardis, located in modern-day 

Turkey. 

 Ancient Sardis was wealthy and powerful.  It was built on top of high 

cliffs which seemingly made it impregnable to attack.  But its wealth and 

sense of invulnerability often made its leaders soft and complacent.  Not 

once, but twice it fell to invading forces, because it failed to post guards on 

top of its fortress walls at night, even though it was under siege!  The early 

Christian church in Sardis unfortunately also tended toward complacency 

like its earlier city leaders.  Let’s read John’s letter to Sardis.  

3“And to the angel of the church in Sardis write: These are the words of 

him who has the seven spirits of God and the seven stars: “I know your 

works; you have a name of being alive, but you are dead. 2Wake up, and 

strengthen what remains and is on the point of death, for I have not found 

your works perfect in the sight of my God. 3Remember then what you 

received and heard; obey it, and repent. If you do not wake up, I will come 

like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will come to you. 4Yet you 

have still a few persons in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes; they 

will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy. 5If you conquer, you 

will be clothed like them in white robes, and I will not blot your name out of 

the book of life; I will confess your name before my Father and before his 

angels. 6Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the 

churches.  (Rev. 3:1-6)  
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 John, the author, doesn’t have much good to say about the church at 

Sardis, does he? “I know your works; you have a name of being alive, but 

you are dead.  Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is on the point 

of death”  (vv. 1b &2)  Apparently there was a time when this church was 

alive and dynamic, even having a reputation for its vibrancy.  But those 

days are gone.  John says the church is dead, which is curious because he 

goes on to say they should wake up and strengthen what remains!  

Usually, we don’t give instructions and advice to the dead.  By then it’s too 

late!  What’s going on here? 

 I’m reminded of that wonderfully warped movie, “The Princess Bride.”  

In one scene, Wesley, the hero, has been put to death by Prince 

Humperdink, who wants to eliminate him from competition for the hand of 

Princess Buttercup.  Two of Wesley’s friends carry him to Miracle Max, 

telling Max that Wesley is dead, yet hoping he can perform some kind of 

miracle.  But Max, after examining Wesley closely, concludes that he is not 

dead, “only mostly dead,” which means that he is partly alive.  Max, played 

brilliantly by Billy Crystal, then concocts a potion which, in time, revives 

Wesley, little-by-little. 

 Apparently, like Wesley, the church at Sardis was “only mostly dead.”  

And the author is hoping for a miracle that can revive them.  How might all 

this apply to churches today, even GPC? 

 Is it possible that we here at GPC are dead, or at least “mostly 
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dead?”  How would we know?  What are the signs that you or we as a 

church may be spiritually dead? 

 With a nod to David Letterman, here are my top five signs that you 

may be dead or at least on spiritual life support.   

 The #5 sign that you are mostly dead:  You are living in the glory of a 

strong spiritual past, but lack a vital relationship with the Lord now.  That 

appears to have been the case at Sardis.  They had a reputation for 

spiritual liveliness, but the current reality didn’t reflect their past.  Is that 

your situation?  Is that our situation at GPC?  There is nothing wrong with 

looking at the past, but our primary focus must be on what God want to do 

in our lives and in our church right now.   

#4  You are completely at home in this world.  John makes it clear that 

Christians can never be completely at home in a world whose values and 

priorities do not reflect those of the Kingdom of God.  How can Christians 

be at home in a world which prizes physical attractiveness above spiritual 

strength?  Individual comfort above meeting the needs of the poor?  

Ambition above contentment?  Individual fulfilment above keeping 

commitments?  Celebrity above character?  Greed above justice?  How at 

home are you in this world? 

#3.  You are no longer bothered by sin.  A sure sign of spiritual lethargy is 

that sin which used to bother us no longer does.  We are able to rationalize 

our behavior- perhaps selfishness, treating others badly, sexual sin, 



 

 

5

addictions, or ignoring the poor.  Sin no longer bothers you. 

#2.  You lack compassion for others.  Your heart does not break over the 

things that break God’s heart- such as hungry people, war, broken 

relationships, gun violence, and people who do not know the Lord.  You 

lack compassion. 

 And the #1 sign that you might be spiritually dead-  Worship does not 

affect you.  The songs, prayers, Scriptures and sermons just roll off you like 

water off of a duck’s back.  You may have thought that was the preacher’s 

fault.  And it might be- partially!  But it can also speak of a hardness of 

heart that will not let God’s Spirit penetrate it. 

 Are you spiritually dead?  Mostly dead?  Lethargic?  Don’t despair!  

John says there is hope for you!  In verse 3, John tells us what to do if 

we’re (mostly) dead!  “Remember then what you received and heard; obey 

it, and repent.”   

 There are three imperative verbs in this verse.  The first is 

“remember.”  The verb tense used here means, “keep on remembering.”  

But what should you remember?  “What you received and heard.”  John 

tells us to keep on remembering the basic gospel message.  Repeatedly 

call to mind the fact that God loves you and desires to forgive you.  That 

God sent his Son Jesus to die in our place and pay the penalty for our sins.  

And that God raised him from the dead, demonstrating that the power of sin 

and death over us was broken forever.  And that our response is to simply 
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accept the gracious gift of salvation that God offers us through Jesus 

Christ, and to commit ourselves to following Jesus. 

 Can you remember when you first understood and responded to 

God’s offer of salvation?  Perhaps as a child?  Or a teenager?  Or, as an 

adult?  Can you recall the joy that accompanied that experience?  Can you 

remember other times when you felt especially close to God and desired 

more than anything to do God’s will?  Remember those times.  Treasure 

them.  Remember that the gospel is Good News for you and for everybody! 

 Secondly, John says we are to “obey.”  Perhaps we no longer have 

those strong feelings of joy and excitement about doing God’s will that we 

once had.  That’s normal.  Feelings come and go.  It’s a little like a 

marriage.  Our feelings for our spouse may ebb and flow over the years.  

There is nothing unusual about that.  But we are required to remain faithful 

to the vows we have taken, regardless of how we feel- to love and cherish 

and remain faithful to our spouse.  And, as we do so, often those good 

feelings will return.  Obeying the Lord, remaining faithful to our vows is part 

of our spiritual renewal. 

 Last week at the 8:15 service, when we selected our “star” words 

during the service out of the baskets, I received the word, “knowledge.”  I 

felt pretty good about that one!  After all, I’ve got a lot of education in 

theological matters.  But at 11:00, I thought it important to participate again 

with the rest of the congregation, so I selected a second one.  This time I 
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got “obedience!”  I wanted to put it back!  But I do understand the 

importance of obeying God’s will, so I’ll be working on that this year. 

 Third, John says to repent.  The word used for repent here literally 

means to “turn around.”  It’s like you are walking in one direction and 

decide to turn 180 degrees and walk in the opposite direction.  When we 

repent, we turn from sin and turn toward the Lord.  John understands that 

sometimes we will fail to live up to our calling to be Christ’s disciples.  

That’s part of the human condition.  But we can’t stay there and wallow in 

our failure.  We need to repent, to turn away from it.  Now we may need 

some help to repent.  Perhaps we could tell another Christian of our 

decision to repent from a particular sin, asking them to hold us 

accountable. I meet with a young man in our congregation each week who 

wants some accountability as he seeks to walk the right path with the Lord.  

Or, perhaps you could join some kind of support group to assist us.  But we 

must repent.  Remember. Obey. Repent.  That’s what you do if you’re 

mostly dead! 

 And then, in verse 5, John holds out several promises to those who 

conquer or persevere.  “If you conquer, you will be clothed like them in 

white robes, and I will not blot your name out of the book of life; I will 

confess your name before my Father and before his angels.”  He says we 

will be dressed in white.  White was a symbol of festivity, victory, purity.    

The Christians of Sardis lived in continual stress due to their dual 
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citizenship in the Kingdom of God and the kingdom of this world.  They 

faced rejection, isolation, and even persecution.  Life was not a time of 

victory and festivity for them; It was a time of struggle.  Even today, living 

the life of discipleship can be hard in this world.  We may well suffer at 

times for being faithful to Jesus Christ.  But John promises that one day we 

will be able to relax and celebrate with the Lord.  That’s what being dressed 

in white is all about. 

 John also says our names will be preserved in the Book of Life.  

Roman cities had citizen registries, on which were written the names of all 

the citizens of that place.  The book proved who was entitled to all the 

rights of citizenship in that city.  Citizens of the New Jerusalem- of the 

Kingdom of God- also have their names recorded in a registry, which John 

calls the Book of Life.  It guarantees our rights as children of God.  And 

God promises to not blot your name out of that book, even if you were 

mostly dead at one time.  The invitation to return to God’s grace is open to 

you. 

 Then, John says that Christ will confess your name before the 

Heavenly Father and before his angels.  This is a picture of a great 

celestial, royal court where God the Father reigns as King.  Just like in a 

royal human court, you need some kind of introduction to get in, especially 

to gain an audience with the king.  The promise here is that Jesus, God’s 

son, the Prince, will make that introduction on your behalf so you are 
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welcomed as an honored guest in God’s court. This is very Good News! 

 The letter to the church at Sardis raises serious questions about the 

condition of our souls.  Are you spiritually dead?  Perhaps, mostly dead, but 

longing for God?  Are you ready to remember, repent, and obey so God 

can raise up new life in you? 

“Let anyone who has an ear listen to what the Spirit is saying to the 

churches.”  (Rev. 3:6) 


