December 24 & 25, 2011
Revelation 3:1-6

“What Kind Of Church Do You Want to Be? Sardis part 2”

     Well last week we began our study of Sardis—a church that looked alive but was dead. We saw that there are four stages that most churches go through, they were:

A. First there is what is referred to as the MOVEMENT stage. This is the beginning stage of most churches. They start small with a group of close friends who are very driven believers...focused on reaching their community. In this stage nearly 100% of the membership is thoroughly committed to the church and its mission. They all come to Sunday School, worship, and Wednesday night activities. Everyone goes to all the ministry meetings. The members are very close and spend time in each other’s homes in fellowship and Bible study. When they gather they talk excitedly about how to reach more people. Their church and its ministry is always foremost in their minds.

B. The second is the MAGNIFICENCE stage. This is when the church reaches its highest level of attendance—and because of their size, they can do things they could only dream about before. However, the commitment level of the group begins to dip to between 50% and 70%. They still have the vision and dream—but the intensity has definitely diminished.

C. Third comes the MONUMENT stage. In this stage, the church members still do things to increase growth, but they begin to talk less about the future than they do about their past. They work at maintaining their past reputation. They do things primarily because that’s the way they’ve always done them and during this stage commitment levels dip to between 10% and 30%.

D. Finally comes the MAUSOLEUM stage...or “the dead church stage.” Most of the founding members have either drifted away or died. Attendance levels are between 10% and 50% on any Sunday and when new people show up, the older members are suspicious of them, fearing these new guys might try to take control...a sad attitude indeed—one that only hastens the demise of a congregation.

Please don’t make the mistake of thinking that this message is for “THEM”—the church—and not you—because churches are not “THEM’S.” They are “US-ES!” Churches are made up of individual believers like you and me—and churches “die” when their individual members cease to grow spiritually. Remember personal spiritual growth is the result of a conscious choice. We have to be INTENTIONAL when it comes to following Jesus. If we don’t make this choice—our walk with Him tends to become lifeless—and when enough of US begin to die in this sense—our church does as well. 
Clovis Chapel tells the story of a young preacher known for doing eccentric things. During the first few years of his service at his first church this eccentric pastor became discouraged and finally told his congregation that their church was dead. He announced that he intended to do its funeral the next Sunday morning. He invited him to come to the service. When that Sunday came, attendees saw that their pastor had placed a casket right in the front of the pulpit and standing by it he began his sermon by saying, “Now some of you may not agree with me that our church is dead—so in order to convince you I am going to ask you to come forward and view the remains.” They all filed by one by one and when they looked down inside the casket they saw that he had placed a MIRROR in the bottom so that when they looked in everyone saw their own reflection. Perhaps he got the inspiration to do this from the church at Sardis because it was nothing but a huge “casket” filled with members who were dead or dying spiritually.

     So let me ask you the question we ended up with last week, “How can you know if a congregation of individual believers is entering or even in the ‘mausoleum stage’?” Well, there are several potential answers to this question but I want to mention three that are found in the church in Sardis. Think of them as three warning signs or symptoms of lifelessness.

     The first is RELIGION without CHRISTIANITY. Jesus said, “I know your DEEDS,” so the believers at Sardis were apparently busy—but religious busy-ness does not necessarily mean life. I mean, chickens with their heads cut off will busily run around the barnyard a while before they keel over. And the fact is it’s possible for us to run around...busy in the practice of religion—without acknowledging the Head—Jesus. The practice of RELIGION can look very much like the real thing but the truth is you can be RELIGIOUSLY RELIGIOUS—you can attend worship every week and serve on a million committees—you can LOOK like you are doing the real thing. You can CONVINCE yourself and others that you are the REAL deal...and still have NO real faith. Let me put it this way, RELIGION can be like getting an inoculation against the swine flu in that it gives us enough of the “dead” virus to keep us from getting the live one—the real thing.

     Here’s a second symptom of a dead or dying church: the absence of STRUGGLES. That may sound odd because the absence of struggles sounds like a good thing. In fact you may be thinking, “Don’t struggles IMPEDE spiritual growth?” But, ironically the opposite is true. Churches and individual believers grow best when they encounter difficulties...because those difficulties tend to force us to turn to God for help. Well, I want you to note—this church in Sardis faced NO persecution—ZERO.

· There were no orthodox Jewish opponents like the church at Smyrna dealt with—even though there was a large Jewish population in Sardis. 

· There were no Nicolaitans or followers of Balaam teaching heresy there. 

· There was no “Jezebel of a woman” in this church. 

· There was no threat of compulsory Caesar worship like there was in Pergamum. 

· There were no trade guilds leading the members astray like there were in Thyatira. 

This church was completely untroubled from without and within. 

     Here’s a third symptom of a dead or dying church: a complete focus on the PAST. William Barclay writes, “A church is in danger of death when it begins to worship its own past.” Don’t get me wrong—we should always look back and remember God’s great faithfulness to us in the past...but if that’s all we do...if we just live in the “GLORY” days—if we stop following His leadership in the here and now...we will begin to die.      

     Please listen, God has been and will always continue to be faithful. There are GLORY days still ahead! And it is foolish—it’s DEADLY—to miss out on that because we spend all our time thinking of “back then.” The plain truth is you can’t walk forward while you are facing backward.

Live churches are constantly changing. Dead churches don’t have to.
Live churches have lots of noisy kids. Dead churches are fairly quiet.

Live churches move out in faith. Dead churches operate totally by human sight.
Live churches focus on people. Dead churches focus on programs.

Live churches are filled with tithers. Dead churches are filled with tippers.
Live churches don’t have ‘can’t’ in their dictionary. Dead churches have nothing but.

Live churches strategize about vital kingdom issues. Dead churches focus on the mundane.
Live churches evangelize. Dead churches fossilize.”

Well—there was some GOOD NEWS in Sardis. In the midst of all these dead or dying Christians there was a Godly remnant—and by the way, there always is! Verse 4 tells us that there were a FEW Christians in this church who were still loyal to Jesus in heart and mind. Alexander McClaren referred to these particular church members and said, “They were salt—else this church would have been ROTTEN as well as DEAD!”
And Jesus gives this preserving remnant a COMMAND. I think it is interesting that it is the same command our Lord often gave to dead people. He says, “WAKE UP!” In fact, Jesus’ commands here sound like a literal WAKE UP CALL because the words in verse 2 are sharp staccato commands in the original Greek. They are like a slap in the face, a splash of cold water, a sniff of spirits of ammonia, a shout, an urgent cry of alarm: WAKE UP!” I’m reminded of Paul’s words to the Ephesian church when he said, “Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you!” (Ephesians 5:14)

Perhaps Jesus used these particular words to remind this REMNANT of what had happened TWICE in the history of Sardis when the guards slept at their post. He was saying, “Wake up—or you may never wake up!”
I’m reminded of the story of a seminary student who loved to play practical jokes. One day he was sitting in a class taught by a very boring professor. The student looked to his left and saw a fellow student who had actually fallen asleep as their professor droned on—and thinking to liven things up a bit, while the professor was writing on the blackboard this seminarian leaned over to his sleeping friend and nudged him sharply, whispering, “Wake up Tom! Class is over! The professor has called on you to close in prayer!” Shaken awake, Tom jumped to his feet and startled the professor and the class with the announcement, “Fellow students, let us pray!”
I guess this shows the danger of falling asleep in class! Well, in His letter, Jesus underscored the danger of “falling asleep” as a Christian can also be a dangerous...embarrassing thing. I mean, we don’t want to be “asleep at our post” when Jesus returns. We want Him to find us watching and working! This letter should remind us that we are to live every moment such that we will always be ready when Jesus comes back.

Now—I don’t know when that will happen. No one does—but as Romans 13:11 says, “The hour has come for us to wake up from our slumber, because our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed.” And Matthew 25:13 says, “Keep watch for you do not know the day or the hour your Lord may come.” In short, watchfulness should be the constant attitude of the Christian life. We should always live WIDE AWAKE lives—doing God’s will with an urgency—living each moment as if it was the last opportunity for us to share His love. 

     In his book, The Road to Armageddon, Charles Swindoll shares about the days that he worked his way through college in a large machine shop. One of his co-workers was a man named “Tex”. Now...working in a plant like that meant that his time was governed by the shrill blowing of a huge whistle. It would blow to tell him when to start work and another time to remind him when it was time for lunch, and again at the end of the day to inform all employees that it was QUITTIN' TIME. Swindoll noticed that Tex was ready to go home before anyone else. He would always have his lunch box and coat handy and was out the door at the end of the day before any one else. One day he asked him about this and Tex replied, “Sonny, let me tell you something. I STAY ready...to keep from GETTIN’ ready. I STAY ready for quittin’ time.” 
And we need to live like Tex—ALWAYS awake...always watchful...always ready for the time when not a whistle but a trumpet will blow to signal that it is “quittin’ time” on earth. C.S. Lewis said, “It is the second coming of Christ that is the medicine our condition especially needs. The great thing is to be found AWAKE at one’s post as a child of God, living each day as though it were our last, but planning as though our world might last a hundred years.”
Let me ask—if you are a Christian how ALIVE are you this morning? I mean—how VIBRANT is your walk with Jesus Christ? How AWAKE are you spiritually? Are you praying every day as if it were your last? Are you giving and witnessing as if Jesus could come back at any moment? 

If Jesus were to come today, would YOU be ready? Would He find you watching?

LET US PRAY
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