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Letter To The Church at Sardis

A present day village named Sart, with a few run-down huts, is all that remains of the
once proud capital of Lydia. Sardis was located about thirty miles south-southeast of
Thyatira, lying at the foot of Mt. Timolus and about three miles south of the Hermus
River." It was one of the oldest and most renowned cities of Asia Minor. The city had
been built on a smooth, almost perpendicular rock hill that provided a natural citadel,
inaccessible from three sides and easily protected on the fourth. Rising fifteen hundred
feet from the plain below, the hill overlooked the wide and fertile Hermus Valley."
(Hailey) Ramsey says of the city, "It was more of a robber's stronghold than an abode of
civilized men" (Seven Churches, p. 354). The city's patron deity was Cybele, a nature
goddess, but a number of other alters and shrines existed that were used by the people in
idolatrous worship. The city had been destroyed by an earthquake in A.D. 17, but was re-
built by Tiberius, Emperor of Rome. Some claim that at the time of the writing of this
letter, the city had a past, but no future. Swete says, "The church perhaps encountered in
Sardis no special danger to her place; but the atmosphere of an old pagan city, heavy with
immoral tradition of eight centuries, was unfavorable to the growth of her spiritual life."
James Strahan sums up the similarities between the church and the city under four
particulars, all of which help us to understand the letter: (1) Each had a name that it lived,
but was dead. (2) Each fulfilled none of its works; both would promise but fail to execute.
(3) With each it was watch, or be surprised as by a thief; Sardis had been caught napping
each time it was taken. (4) It is implied that the garments of the church had been defiled
with immorality, for which the city was noted (Hastings, IV. 458).

No mention is made of emperor worship, Jewish or Nicolaitan opposition. The problem
suggested at the outset is that while from the outside she appeared to be at peace and
working, in reality she was spiritually dead.

The seven spirits, a symbolical reference to the Holy Spirit. The seven angels, a
symbolical reference to the messengers to the churches or the spirit or inner life of each

church.

"Thou hast a name..." i.e. has the reputation of being alive, but the Lord sees things as
they really are---the church is dead. At first the church might have been full of zeal and
life. But now that is all gone. The church is spiritually dead.

"This means that the people of this church were nominal Christians, professing to live the
Christian life." (Hinds) "The church everyone spoke well of, the perfect model of
inoffensive Christianity, unable to distinguish between the peace of well-being and the
peace of death.” (Carid)

"Thou art dead"... What a dreadful sentence of condemnation.






