THE BEST IS YET TO COME
#6 Sardis: May I Have Your Attention Please?
February 22nd, 2009 – Revelation 3:1-6
A young and successful executive was traveling down a neighborhood street, going a bit too fast in his new Jaguar. He was watching for kids darting out from between parked cars and slowed down. As his car passed, no children appeared. Instead, a brick smashed into the Jag's side door! He slammed on the brakes and drove the Jag back to the spot where the brick had been thrown. The angry driver then jumped out of the car, grabbed the nearest child and began shouting, What was that all about and who are you? Just what are you doing?  That's a new car and that brick you threw is going to cost a lot of money. Why did you do it? The young boy was apologetic. Please mister ... please, I'm sorry... I didn't know what else to do; I threw the brick because no one else would stop... With tears dripping down his face he pointed: It's my brother, He rolled off the curb and fell out of his wheelchair and I can't lift him up. Would you please help me get him back into his wheelchair? He's hurt and he's too heavy for me.
Moved beyond words, the driver tried to swallow the rapidly swelling lump in his throat. He hurriedly lifted the handicapped boy back into the wheelchair, then took out his fancy handkerchief and dabbed at the fresh scrapes and cuts. A quick look told him everything was going to be okay. Thank you and may God bless you, the grateful child told the stranger. Too shook up for words, the man simply watched the little boy push his wheelchair-bound brother down the sidewalk toward their home. It was a long, slow walk back to the Jaguar. The damage was very noticeable, but the driver never bothered to repair the dented side door. He kept the dent there to remind him of this message: Don't go through life so fast that someone has to throw a brick at you to get your attention!  Sometimes we need a brick to get our attention! God at times needs to get our attention as well! 
May I Have Your Attention Please? This is the message to the church at Sardis. From our trusty map we discover Sardis is located in modern day Turkey. On the circular route Sardis was located about 50 miles east of Ephesus and 30 miles south of Thyatira. Let us read from Revelation 3:1-6. First let’s take a historical tour: 
HISTORICAL TOUR
Sardis was virtually inaccessible by enemies. The city was built on a 1500 foot hill above the Hermus Valley. You could only approach from the south side on a very steep and difficult path. The other sides were cliffs. This security bred a smug self- sufficiency. The citizens thought they were invincible against invading armies. But even despite its natural defenses, it was defeated twice in its history, once by the Persians and again by the Greeks. It is interesting that both times that Sardis fell; it was not from the front, but from the cliffs at the back. The people of Sardis were so confident, that they didn’t feel it necessary to post a guard. The steep hilly area was a famous hangout for thieves, which helps to explain Jesus' warning about coming as a thief (not about 2nd coming). Excavations of the city have unearthed a Roman theater and stadium, but the gymnasium is one of the main attractions today since much of it has been reconstructed. The famous author Aesop also came from Sardis!
Sardis was known for several things. Sardis was situated at the junction of five main trading routes. With hot springs nearby, Sardis was called the city of softness & luxury of apathy & immorality. The city became known for several things: (1). First to mint gold and silver coins. A man named Croesus had lived there and was considered the wealthiest man in the world (Greeks called him Midas). (2). Harvesting of wool: They discovered a process for dyeing wool. Garments such as rugs and blankets were made. Also a “white cloth” used for temple worship. If this was soiled you were expelled from participation in pagan rites! (3) Temple of Artemis: This temple was the fourth largest in the ancient world. This goddess was known as the "Mistress of Animals" and the protector of children, but she was also a hunter and could bring death with her arrows.  (Diana). The worship of this Greek deity was often accompanied by immorality. Recent archeological digs have discovered that the CHURCH in Sardis was built adjacent to this Temple! I wonder how the constant displays of immorality influenced this Church?                        (4) Cybele: The goddess of fertility and was attended by lions.  The worship of Cybele was thought to include wild and frenzied movements which included very immoral practices. 
What about the church at Sardis? Two things really stand out: (1). Not much positive is said. Did you notice that? (Laodicea also) In fact, the only thing that even comes close to a positive statement is found in verse four where Jesus says, Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their cloths. There is always a faithful remnant following Jesus. That is about it, however! (2). Jesus recognizes that this church is really dead. Jesus says, I know your deeds; you have a reputation of being alive but you are dead. This is a church that was obviously once very active, and had made a reputation for itself; but now they no longer feel the need to move forward, and as a result, begin to stagnate.  In the United States 72 churches close their doors every week. In our own MN South District 200 of 241 churches are plateaued or declining. That’s sobering when you think about it!
How do you get a room full of people to quiet down to make an announcement? You say, May I have your attention please?  That does not always work the first time! You may have to repeat that several more times before it quiets down.  You might recall some pretty outlandish ways that God got people’s attention in the Old Testament. Hosea married a prostitute to illustrate Israel’s spiritual adultery. That will get your attention. The three men did not burn in the fire. That got the attention of the pagan king. One pastor had a casket at the front of the church on Easter Sunday. Each one came to the casket thinking they would see a dead body. When they looked in they found that a mirror had been placed there instead. A sign said, Jesus Christ is Risen. How risen Is Jesus in you?  That will get your attention!  Jesus speaks of three ways He gets our attention. The first is by exhorting us to Look Up.
LOOK UP

Jesus says, These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars (Revelation 3:1). Each letter always begins with a portrait of the risen Christ. What do we see in Jesus hands when we look up?         Seven Spirits of God. This phrase only appears in Revelation (1:4, 3:1, 4:5, 5:6).   Isaiah 11:2 says: The Spirit of the Lord will rest on him—the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord— Seven is the number of perfection and fullness. This does not mean that there are seven Holy Spirits. There is only one. When the Spirit comes, He comes in full and perfect power. It is the Holy Spirit that energizes & empowers; convicts & comforts Jesus church! Not by might nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the LORD Almighty (Zechariah 4:6). Jesus is holding the power of the church. It is the Holy Spirit that empowers the believer to live the abundant Christian life.
Seven stars. This symbol is interpreted for us in 1:20 where we are told that the 7 stars are the 7 angels of the 7 churches. The word Angel means messenger. There are differences of opinion about whether this refers to a heavenly being, or an earthly messenger. Many believe this refers to the pastor or leaders.  An angel is a pretty cool name for pastors don’t you think?  Many times we are called other things. Please pray for the elders, board of directors, and staff fervently as we serve you here at Risen Christ in the days ahead! Your prayers are appreciated!
Don’t you find it interesting that these two portraits of the risen Christ are mentioned together? What a great reminder for us today that Jesus holds the power of the church and the people of the church in the palm of His hands. Do you know what holds the human body together? A cell adhesion protein molecule called Laminin.  Laminin is vital to making sure overall body structures hold together. The interesting thing about this molecule is that it is in the shape of a cross when you see it under a microscope. Paul said in Colossians 1:17: He is before all things, and in him all things hold together. Jesus holds everything together. That’s some kind of super glue!
Have you ever felt your life was falling apart? Have you ever felt the crushing weight of life’s worries robbing you of Jesus’ peace? A Bumble Bee, if dropped into an open tumbler, will be there until it dies, unless it is taken out. It never sees the means of escape at the top, but persists in trying to find some way out through the sides near the bottom. It will seek a way where none exists, until it completely destroys itself. We can be like that Bumble Bee.  We can go through life miserable and frustrated, never realizing that all we have to do is LOOK UP. Power to live the Christian life is not found by looking down at some self help book, or trying harder just to get through another day.  Power to live the Christian life is found by LOOKING UP!  It is there we find the fullness of the Holy Spirit empowering us to live in victory. Jesus holds everything together. Where are you looking today?  
TUNE UP
Next we need to get a TUNE UP!  Our cars need 30,000 mile tune ups. Our health and teeth need regular care. How much more our spiritual life needs a tune up from to time. Jesus is saying its tune up time! The church had become in need of some extra fine maintenance.  A dead church or a dead believer! Sounds like an oxymoron. That’s two words that are seemingly contradictory, but are joined together. Two opposites that attract but don’t make any sense:  (Jumbo Shrimp...Ill health…Army intelligence…Old News....Good casserole…Pretty ugly…Rap music). 

Maybe you heard about the little boy who walked out of the church sanctuary on Sunday. Out in the lobby was an engraved plaque listing all the members of the church who had died in military service. The boy asked his father, What are all these plaques for? Dad said, That’s for the members who died in the Service. To which the boy replied, Which service did they die in Dad? The 8:00 am or 10:30 am service? How do you know that a body that once was full of life is dying? Organs cease to function and begin to shut down: kidneys, lungs, heart. One thing after another just stops. How can you have a dead church or believer if the risen and living Lord Jesus indwells it? The word for reputation (name) in verse one is where we get the word nominal. One can be a Christian in name, but it doesn’t stop one from being nominal in practice. We can have uncommitted or undisciplined areas in our spiritual life.
At Sardis Jesus found many who believed in God, but were uncommitted and undisciplined. There is no evidence to suspect that there was persecution in this congregation. The church may have been left alone because they were content with mediocrity. There was a guy in high school that took a gal out one evening.  She said that normally she had to be home by ten but that her father had decreed that since she was going to be with this particular boy she could stay out until midnight. The boy was impressed and said, Is that because he trust’s me?” She responded No, it’s because he thinks you are harmless. The church at Sardis is a perfect model of nominal Christianity.  

An artist was once asked to put on canvas what he considered to be the picture best symbolizing a decaying and dying church. After several months, he returned and reported that he had finished the task. The hour finally arrived when the painting was to be unveiled and several people standing around the easel had already given their description of what they thought the church would look like. Some had said it would be a rundown building in great need of repair and paint. Weeds would be growing in the church yard, and there would be some broken window panes. Everyone in the group seemed to have a similar picture in mind. However, when the cloth was removed, a hush fell over the group. Everyone was stunned. Before their eyes was an absolutely beautiful church building. The grounds were well kept and the exterior of the building was in excellent condition. After a few minutes, one person stepped forward and said to the artist, I thought we asked you to paint a dying church? The artist smiled and invited everyone to step closer to the painting. He pointed through the windows to the empty pews and to the collection plate on the table. There was nothing in the plate but cobwebs.  That certainly is one area that may need a tuning up!
If the Lord Jesus Christ would give us a spiritual tune up today what would he find? We can talk the talk but we’ve got to walk the walk. A hypocrite has been described as someone who’s not himself on Sunday! The word comes from the name of the Greek actor Hypocrites. Hypocrisy is make-believe, pantomime. We see hypocrisy in a recent poll where 75% of Americans think it is important for people to read the Bible, but only 13% actually read the Bible daily. Our Lenten journey begins this week. If you have not started the Lenten challenge of listening to God’s Word 28 minutes a day, now is the time to start! A good question to ask is: What are some undisciplined areas in my Christian life?  Lent is a good time to get a tune up! Take some time for a tune up and be blessed! 
RISE UP
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. (Revelation 3:2-3). Jesus is saying for us to RISE UP and notice three keys for living a successful and abundant Christian life. The first key is to:
Wake up and get moving.  1 Thessalonians 5:26: So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled. Be watchful, diligent and alert. 1 Thessalonians 3:13: May he strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones. Strengthen or literally “establish” the life we have in our relationship with Christ. What encouragement!
What wakes you up and gets you moving in the morning? Some need an alarm clock & coffee; others a good poke!
For many days an old farmer had been plowing with an ox & mule together, working them quite hard! Back in the barn that night the ox said to the mule, Let's play sick tomorrow and get a day of rest in! The old mule replied however, No, we need to get the work done, the season is short. The next morning the farmer came to get the pair but the ox played sick, so the farmer brought him fresh hay and corn and made him comfortable, then left with the mule to do the work. That night when the mule returned the ox asked him, How did it go? Mule said, We didn't get much done with just me ... I am exhausted and so was the farmer .The ox then asked, Did the farmer say anything about me? Nothing said the mule. The next day the ox decided he had a good thing going and so he played sick again. Sure enough the farmer catered to him and took the mule out again for a workout! Again that night when the mule returned exhausted the ox asked him Did the farmer say anything about me today?   Nothing to me said the mule, But he did stop and have a long talk with the butcher. Others need a good shaking up to get them moving!  
The story is told about Oliver Cromwell, who when faced with a shortage of precious metal for coins, sent his troops out to find some. They returned and reported that the only precious metal to be found was in the statues of saints standing in the corners of churches. Cromwell responded, Well, melt down the saints and put them in circulation!
Those who remain alert will strengthen their faith in the Word of God so they may be useful for the kingdom.
Which saint best describes you this morning? One in need of melting or one who is already in circulation?

Wake up and get moving is the first key to living a successful and abundant life. Key number two is to:
Let go. 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.  Remember the basics of the faith and practice them. The words here are similar to that of James, where it says, be not hearers of the word only, but be also doers of the Word. Repentance brings the needed change in direction our life needs to keep us moving forward.
A little boy once got his hand caught inside his mother’s expensive vase. She was most upset. She applied soapsuds then cooking oil to his hand. Nothing worked. Finally, she got a hammer and was ready to sacrifice the priceless vase in order to rescue her son’s swollen hand. As she pulled the hammer back, ready to smash the family heirloom, the frightened boy cried out, Would it help if I let go of all the pennies? All too often that is our struggle. We don’t want to let go of our sin, old habits. We risk the truly valuable when we will not let go. What about your life this morning? What are you holding onto that you need to let go? The cross stands before us. The grace and love of Jesus is ready and able to forgive us and meet us at our point of need. Letting go is key to abundant living! A final key:
Look forward. Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes. They will walk with me, dressed in white…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 (v.4-5). Hope for tomorrow motivates us for today!  (1) White garments. The word used for white here is the same as that used of Christ’s appearance when he was transfigured - he was bright and shone like the light (Mt.17:2). Symbolizes purity and spiritual victory. Like laundered, dirty garments, every stain of sin will be taken off; and like new, clean garments, a perfect righteousness will be put on. No one would dream of entering a temple, pagan or Jewish, with soiled clothing. Soiled clothes disqualified the worshipper and dishonored the temple. Since the manufacture and dyeing of woolen was the principle trade of Sardis, an allusion to defiled garments would be readily recognized.                                  (2) Never blot out. In John’s day, a king kept an official register of every citizen. A name would be removed if one committed a crime against the state, moved or died. Not ever, never, never, ever, under any circumstances will our name be removed from heavens’ record. It’s the strongest negative available. That’s security.

Someone said you can tell a live church vs. dead church by the following: Live churches welcome all who come through the door; dead churches stick to their own kind! Live churches look outward; dead churches look inward. Live churches are changing their ways of doing things; dead churches see no need for change! Live churches look for someone they can help; dead churches look for something they can criticize! Live churches attempt great things for God; dead churches do not! Live churches emphasize opportunities; dead churches focus on the problems. Live churches are full of cheerful givers; dead churches are full of grudging tippers! Live churches move forward; dead churches are stuck in the past. Live churches evangelize, dead churches fossilize.
May I Have Your Attention Please? Look Up and see the empowering Holy Spirit. Get a tune up to identify any undisciplined areas. Rise up and embrace the keys for abundant Christian living: Wake up & get moving; let go; and look forward! That’s the difference between alive & dead. Now that I have your attention, BE ALIVE!  Amen!
