
Group Study Outline 
(Group Studies in these notes are deliberately sketchy, leaving leaders more scope to 
develop their own route through the passage ... with space for lots of telling application.) 
 
 

Introduction 

Imagine if Jesus Himself wrote a letter to us at Emmanuel, or to our home 

group: what would he say?  That’s what we’re listening to in Rev 2-3. 

Read Revelation 3:1-6 

 

Questions 

Each of the seven letters follows the same pattern: 

 How is Jesus Christ described?  cf 1:4, 20 

 What is the good that Jesus praises in the church in Sardis? 

 What does Jesus rebuke in the church in Sardis? 

 

 

 

What would everyone have been saying about the church in Sardis? 

How might this apparent life have been demonstrated? 

What is so devastating about the words in 3:2b? 

 

What clue is given in verse 4 about what has gone wrong in Sardis? 

 

 

 

What will it be like for these Christians when Jesus comes? 

 

What are the people in the church in Sardis to do ...  

first, what about the majority where it is ‘about to die’? 

secondly, what about the ‘few’ who have not soiled their garments? 

 

 

 

What is the promise for ‘the one who conquers’? 

Why is that an appropriate promise for Sardis, given the problems there? 

 

 

Cf Application section for more possible questions here 

 
 

 

Conclusion: 

Does this particular ‘cap’ fit us at Emmanuel?  How/how not? 

What would Jesus say to us from his letter to the Christians in Sardis? 

Revelation 3:1-6 
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 

 

Theme Sentence 
 

Reputation for spiritual life is not the same as spiritual life. 
 

 

 

A Rough Guide to Sardis 
 

 Lots of roads converge at Sardis so that it became a busy centre for 

trade.  This simple fact established its strategic importance. 
 

 In the sixth-century BC, it became the capital city of the impressive, and 

fabulously rich, empire of Lydia, ruled over by King Croesus.  However, 

Croesus’ kingdom fell to Cyrus the Persian conqueror (in 549BC), and 

under him, it continued its role as political centre of the region.  Later, it 

was conquered by Alexander the Great, and then by Antiochus the Great  

until, in AD 17, it was devastated by an earthquake.  It had been a 

great city, but (despite being rebuilt) never regained that former glory.   

 

 A substantial temple to Artemis (who was believed to be the source of 

fertility) has been uncovered recently.  It may be her cult that was 

responsible for the city’s reputation for lax moral standards (according 

to the Roman historian Herodotus). 
 

 Sardis is not mentioned anywhere else in the Bible, so we know nothing 

of how the church was planted there.  
 

 This letter to the church in Sardis reflects the city’s history.  ‘Like the 

city itself, the church had belied its early promise.  Its religious history, 

like its civil, belonged to the past’ (R. H. Charles). 

 

 

 

Application    
 

 Jesus ‘knows’.  He not only sees what is outward, but he knows what 

lies behind the works we do and can assess them accurately.  There can 

be no pretence before this Jesus. 
 

 What is our ‘reputation’?  When is reputation a good thing, and when 

are we misled by it?  Does the reality match the reputation? 
 

 How might we be ‘soiling our garments’ through moral compromise or 

worldliness?  What is the place where I have ‘received and heard’ but 

that I am not obeying?  Or, what is the place where we have ‘received 

and heard’ but where we am not obeying?   
 



Structure 
 

All seven letters in Revelation 2-3 follow the same pattern: 

 the words in each letter come from Jesus (described in terms of 1:12-

20), addressed to the angel (who is, probably, the church’s minister); 

 Jesus’ I know your ... praises the good in each church (but not Laodicea) 

and rebukes their shortcomings (but not Smyrna or Philadelphia); 

 Jesus exhorts us to listen properly (he who has an ear, let him hear) and 

encourages he who conquers with a promise from chapters 21-22.  

 

 

Commentary 

 

1 Jesus has the seven spirits of God (cf 1:4) probably meaning the Holy 

Spirit, in all his completeness, and he has the seven stars (cf 1:20 

‘the angels of the seven churches) meaning that every Christian 

church is his.  Does he hold the stars in one hand and the spirits in 

the other ... ‘If only he would bring his hands together! If only the 

Spirit would fill the church!’ (Stott). 
 

1-2 ‘Man looks at the outward appearance, but the Lord looks at the 

heart’ (1 Samuel 16:7) would be a good theme verse for the 

problems in the church at Sardis.  The letter establishes a contrast 

between reputation (ie what people see) and in the sight of my God.   
 

 The difference between outward appearance and inward reality is 

something the Bible talks about a great deal: these people come near 

to me with their mouth, and honour me with their lips, but their 

hearts are far from me (Isaiah 29:13).  Jesus sees the Pharisees as 

the successors of those whom the prophets exposed (cf Matt 6:1-6, 

16-18; 23:5, 27-28).  And Timothy too faced some in Ephesus who 

had the form of godliness but deny its power (1 Tim 3:5). 

 

 Presumably the church in Sardis looked impressive – large, growing, 

full of life – but it was actually dead.  Paul describes unbelievers as 

dead in their transgressions and sins (Eph 2:1), and a self-indulgent 

woman as dead even while she lives (1 Tim 5:6).  So, is the church in 

Sardis similarly all outward show without the true spiritual life of 

regeneration? 

 

2-3 As in Thyatira, the issue seems to be works (cf 2:19, 22, 23, 26); 

here they are not complete (lit. ‘fulfilled’ ... ie they did not fulfil what 

God desired or commanded [cf James 2:8]). 
 

 The remedy is given in ‘five staccato imperatives: Wake up! 

Strengthen what remains! Remember! Obey! Repent!  The first two 

are addressed to those who were not yet dead, though they were 

perilously close to that point.  You can’t ask a dead man to wake up, 

but you can ask sleepy Christians to rouse themselves!  Strengthen is 

a NT word for the nurture of believers (cf Acts 18:23; Romans 1:11).  

So here, weak Christians need to become established (cf Col 2:6-7), 

for that is the way to fulfil what remains incomplete.  
 

 The second trio of commands concerns what you received and heard.  

In 2 Timothy, Paul talks of what Timothy had heard from me (2:2) 

and this is the gospel that he is to pass on to other faithful teachers: 

the healthy church will hold firm to the trustworthy message as 

taught so that he may be able to give instruction (Titus 1:9).  One 

way that a Christian ‘remembers’ is by obeying the word of God ... 

the outward signs of life in Sardis, and even their many works are not 

the same as simple obedience to the commands of the church’s Lord.  

Repent is perhaps the summary of all that precedes: this church is set 

on a dangerous course and needs to turn around before the last bits 

of life disappear over the horizon (2).  Complete the works. 
 

3 The promise that Jesus will come like a thief is probably not so much 

referring to his Second and Final Coming in glory, but to his 

coming(s) in this age bringing more immediate punishment (cf why 

Jesus comes in 2:5, 16 and of course 3:20).  Last Day judgement is 

prefigured in judgement that falls first on the church (cf 1 Pet 4:17). 
 

4 shows that there are notable exceptions within the church – a 

‘remnant’.  Here is the clearest clue as to what the majority have 

done to invite Jesus’ reprimand: soiling their garments presumably 

means some kind of moral/worldly impurity.  These dirty clothes are 

very different from ... 
 

4b-5 The white garments are not good works, but (cf 7:9-14) the salvation 

won for us through the death of Jesus.  White is the colour of purity, 

and the purity that clothes Christians is righteousness of God freely 

given to us (2 Cor 5:21). 
 

5 What is promised to the ‘righteoused’ person is the eternal security of 

my name written in the Book of Life.  There are other books by which 

the dead are judged (20:12-13), but having my name written in the 

Book of Life is the means of avoiding ‘the lake of fire’ (20:19 cf Daniel 

12:1-2).  If my name is never to be blotted out of that book, then I 

can be certain that I will never face ‘the second death’ (21:8). 
 

 There is a running theme of name here.  There are some names in 

Sardis (4) whose name will never be blotted out, and whose name 

will be confessed before the Father (5).  This implies Mark 8:38 (ie 

Jesus ashamed on the last day of those ashamed of him in this 

generation) but reverses it: he will name then those who name him now.    


