
In today's letter, the church in Sardis is complete condemed, but on first reading, we really do not know why.  Why is God saying such things about the church in Sardis?  What did they do to once be alive, but now are dead?


The history of the church in Sardis was known to the readers of the first letters, but not so much by the modern reader a continent away.  A citizen of Sardis would know how the city came to be, just as any tourist quickly comes to know how Skagway came to be.  Sardis was once the capital of the Lydian empire.  Sardis was about as secure geograpically as you can get.  On three sides are cliffs rising 1500 feet.  On the fourth side was an easily defendable, but accesable ramp to the city which sat upon the hill.  The Lydians challenged the Persians in their conquest, thinking that if nothing else, they could always return to Sardis and be safe.  Cyrus did defeat them and chased them back to Sardis.  After day 14 of a seige, a solider of Sardis dropped his helmet and climbed down the cliff to get it.  The soliders below saw him do so and realized they could climb up the hill as well.  So that night, a group climbed the cliffs, which were unguarded because of overconfidence and opened up the locked city gates and let their brothern in arms in through the front door.  A variation on the trojan horse.


The ancestors of the Persians who lived in Sardis faced a similar fate when the Romans came a conquering.  Again, the mighty stood on their impenetrable fortress, but had forgotten how they had come to possess such a fortress.  So again, a solider wanting to impress his king, climbed the cliffs for 1500 feet and found the way unguarded, because the people felt secure.


In 17 a.d., the final nail in the coffin happened when a earthquake wiped out the city, only to receive a rebuilding grant from the now ruling Roman Empire.  In the course of the rebuild, the structures went up, but the heart was not there.  The people no longer had pride in what they were.  I see it as modern day Detroit.  Once a place to go to be part of the car industry.  Now, you can not get out of there fast enough.  It will still be known as the motor city for some time to come, but it will not be the motor city of it's glory days.


That is the city, the church had undergone a similar transformation from being safe.  The people in the church are not warned about heretics or outside persecutions.  They are simply told that they are dead or some were still on life support.  Why does Christ, who knows what happens in the church inside and out not bring any of this up?  Because in this town, this church, there was no conflict.  The people no longer lived for a God, but existed for a God, their heart was gone.  They were dead to what made them alive.


What their brother or sister believed or did was their own business.  How they practiced their faith was how they practiced their faith.  It was no business of anyone else's.  As long as they proclaimed at some point Jesus Christ is their Lord and Savior, what more can the Church ask of them?  


Today, what more does the church ask of you?  As part of this body of believers, what else do we need to do other than show up to church every now and again to demonstrate that we still believe that Jesus Christ has at least token control of our lives?  


Those who have become members committed to 9 aspects of membership as presented in the Book of order.  1. proclaiming the good news, 2, taking part in the common life and worship of a particular church 3. praying and studying Scripture and the faith of the Christian Church, 4. supporting the work of the church through the giving of money, time, and talents, 5, participating in the governing responsibilities of the church, 6. demonstrating a new quality of life within and through the church, 7. responding to God’s activity in the world through service to others, 8. living responsibly in the personal, family, vocational, political, cultural, and social relationships of life, 9. working in the world for peace, justice, freedom, and human fulfillment. 


This list expands upon itself like a ripple moving out into the world, getting more specific of the areas of which the good news is to be proclaimed.  It is just not at Church on Sunday, it is not just at church.  Every aspect of our life and existence is part of our calling as members of this church, as disciples of Christ.  The reason is, Christ is Lord of all.  There is nothing beyond his reach, he cares about each and everything you do.  He cares what and how we do things.  Where our hearts are is one of Jesus' biggest concerns.


So where are our hearts?  Are they resting in God or resting in the idea of God?  We have lived this long and the world has not ended, why change?  This is my first, second, fifth, twentieth, or 67th Summer in Skagway, I have it down now.  The people of Sardis thought the same way.  Granted, it was 400 years inbetween times when people thought or risked to climb the cliff face.  But it was climbed and destroyed nonetheless?


The reason is because the people were not watching.  That is why they are commanded to wake up.  You can either wake up when the security alarm goes off, or be watching beforehand.  One gives little time to respond and the other gives us time to prepare and respond appropriately.  So the deeper responsibilities to membership start to sound like, “Do I have people in my life who know my heart?  Do I have people around here to keep my actions accountable?  Am I proclaiming the good news on my own or with the support of brothers and sisters in Christ?  Is there anyone I can pray with?  Are there people who will rejoice with me in what God is doing?


Jesus Christ's salvation is 99.9% impenetrable.  As far as Jesus' part of the covenant is concerned, it is 100%.  He offers the seven spirits and seven stars, the complete holy spirit and the complete realm of angels to ensure his work is done.  There is never a labor shortage, never a shortage of time, lack of strength.  Christ has given us the Holy Spirit with nothing held back.  But the reason it is not 100% and 99.9 is that we can move away from Jesus Christ.


We have full assurance that when the time comes, he will be there.  So we save Jesus for the big things.  When we face a diagnosis that the doctors do not have an answer for.  Jesus is suddenly called to action when our marriage has failed and paperwork is being drawn up.  When we are lost and have no idea where to go.  But we have the seven spirits and seven stars, the angels of God.  There is no reason to conserve Jesus.


A person who has taken one CPR class may be able to perform it correctly, even if it has been twenty years since the class.  But if we are the one needing CPR, our best hope is for a paramedic to be in the room, because they do CPR on a regular basis.  So we can choose to live in either way as well.  Assume Jesus is there or know Jesus is there because he is present in our lives each day.  We are not sleeping through our relationship with Christ, but are awake and active.


The imperatives, the commands are proliferate  In case you missed it, first, we are to “wake up” and be looking at our lives and our God.  The only reason he comes like a thief is that we are not watching.  Just like when people scare us, because we “Didn't see them there.”


Next, we are to strengthen what does remain.  Whatever that is for you, strengthen what is still alive and well.  If you connect with Jesus through music, make sure music is present.  People, then don't be isolated.  Sermons, listen to sermons online or read this one again on the church website.  Whatever it is, keep it active and give it the life it needs.


The third command is to remember what we have received.  Each communion Sunday, part of the liturgy is the great thanksgiving where we remember the glorious things God has done.  That is there so that we remember all that God is.  He is not just a token name, but the name above all names.  He is not just a god, but the one and only God.  The God that though we are dead, is able to still offer us life.  He is not through with us yet.


As we remember who God is, we should have the strength to keep his words.  Not because remembering or memorizing things is the answer, but we know that the Triune God is the answer.  We remember he has been faithful to us in the past, so we have the strength to keep his commands in this situation.  Our experience of God is what brings us closer to God and able to be faithful to God.


Finally, we are to repent when we have slept through God's work, repent when our faith atrophies, repent when we forget what God has done, and repent when we think we do not have the strength to do what God has called us to keep, because we have the seven spirits and the seven stars in our lives.


For those that overcome, we are promised white clothes, clothes of victory and holy purity.  We should all overcome, because we all have what is necessary, we have the Holy Spirit, we have Jesus as our Savior, we have our Father who loves us.  We are assured again, that our life with God is secure if we know God, in that our names will not be removed from the book of life.  The only way the name will be removed is if we remove it ourselves.  Name carries with it the idea of character.  Does our character proclaim a life of people who have been freed from the bondage of sin and into life and freedom in God?  If it doesn't, it is probably because we are sleeping, forgetting, avoiding, or staying the course of remaining asleep.  Let us have ears to hear the spirit and eyes open to see Jesus coming.

