
Anyone with ears to hear must listen to the Spirit and understand
what he is saying to the churches. 

“Write in a book everything you see, and send it to the seven churches in the cities of Ephesus,
Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea.”

Sardis

Sardis was a capital city in the province of Lydia. It featured a large Jew-

ish population that flourished into what we might consider a megachurch

today. The Christian church in Sardis was first led by Clement, who is be-

lieved to be one of the 70 mentioned in Luke 10:1-20.

The ruins of two Christian churches have been found in Sardis, but they

are small compared to the gymnasium/community center and the large, or-

nate, synagogue. Unlike the other churches we have studied, Jews and

Christians appeared to live together in harmony in Sardis and many be-

lieve they shared worship space as well. 

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!

Although the church had many members and lived in peace with the Jews and Romans, Jesus called

the church at Sardis “dead.” What did he mean by this? When Jesus resurrected the young girl in

Mark 5:35-43, he equated her death with sleep and admonished everyone to have faith. How can we

apply this same lesson to the “dead church”?

A community gymnasium, top, was the cen-
ter of Sardis culture in the years after the let-
ter, but was surrounded by a large Jewish
temple and many Christian owned shops,
which were likely used as meeting places for
churches. This baptistry, above, was found
in a store outside the gymnasium. The large
crosses are carved over pagan texts.



Frederick von Hugel was a Christian apologist. He once

compared the institutional church to the bark on a tree.

“There's no life in the bark. It's dead wood. But it pro-

tects the life of the tree within.” 

Is the institution of the church really dead? Hugel was

writing in defense of orthodoxy, but we could interpret

the words of Jesus in the letter to Sardis to mean that the

church itself must come alive. Believers cannot grow

spiritually inside of a dead shell. Today, we see a great

emphasis on churches being “relevant.” Can a church

be relevant to a worldly culture and still maintain a

pure message? 

The Christians at Sardis were not persecuted, nor was there any complaint of heresy in the letter. So,

what was dead about them? In Matthew 23:27, Jesus was critical of the Pharisees. How does this help

us understand the imagery of the dead church? Look up 2 Timothy 3:5 and discuss how this might

apply.

Jesus promised the believers that they would be clothed in white. He also mentions that he would not

strike them from the book of life. The imagery here probably resonated with the people in that capital

city. Criminals in ancient times lost their citizenship when they were found guilty. How does his final

promise compare to Matthew 10:32, and what does he mean?

REFLECTION: The Methodist church recently launched a new campaign called “Rethink Church.”

In this discussion about church, it asks us to think of church as a verb. Discuss what it means to think

of the church as a verb. How did the church at Sardis fail and why? What can we do to be a church

and not just look like one?

The remains of two churches at Sardis, one on top of the other. 


