                                March 25th  2007  Sermon:   “Dear Wake Up!”
                  ( Texts:  Revelation  3:1-6;  Ephesians  5:8-20;  Matthew 26:36-46 )

************************************************************************
     Have you ever been sleeping when you should have been alert and awake?  For example, let’s say you’re in your desk at school and you’ve dosed off to sleep.  Suddenly you wake up to laughter only to find the teacher is looking at you and waiting for an answer – but you can’t give the answer because you were asleep when the teacher asked you the question!
     Or let’s say you wake up one morning as your spouse shakes you and says, “Get up!”  You then discover that you turned off your alarm instead of hitting the snooze button, and now you’re late for an important meeting at work.

     Finally, allow me to share an experience from my own life.  I was driving down the road late one night after a long day of work. I started to doze off, and the next thing I knew I woke up to the loud whining of a car horn because I had just swerved into oncoming traffic.  Thank God, I was able to get back in my own lane just in time.
     These stories remind us that there are times in life when it is very important for us to be awake and alert.  If we fall asleep at inappropriate times, we could get hurt or even die.  

     With that understood, the Bible is full of warnings that we Christians should remain alert and awake.  Now, please understand.  Scripture is NOT saying that physical sleep is bad.  In fact, physical rest is a gift from God.  God created our bodies with a need for physical sleep.  Even Jesus slept.  If we don’t get proper sleep, we will become ill and we won’t be worth much to anybody.

     So, then, what does the Bible mean when it tells us to be alert and awake?  Simply put, God is talking about FAITH!  We need to be alert to the things of God.  We need to be spiritually awake when Jesus speaks to us.

     For example, in our Gospel reading we heard about Jesus praying in the Garden of Gethsemane.  He would soon willingly give Himself over to be crucified so that through His sacrifice He might save sinners.  But what do His disciples do during this important time?  They take a nap.  So, Jesus says to them:  “The Spirit is willing, but the FLESH is weak.”

     Now, I realize that our English translation has Jesus saying:  “The BODY is weak.”  But that’s a bad translation!    The Greek word is better translated as “flesh,” which is often used in Scripture to speak about the sinful nature.  So, Jesus is NOT saying that the problem is with our physical bodies which require sleep.  No!   The problem is our sinful nature that is bored with God’s Word and yawns in the presence of Christ!
     On the other hand, Jesus says:  “The Spirit is willing.”  What does this mean?  The Holy Spirit gives us sinners a new heart.  The Spirit creates a new spirit in us.  Our new spirit is very willing to serve the Lord.  Our new spirit is awake when Jesus speaks to us.  Our new spirit is alert to the things of God.  But we Christians must still struggle with our “weak flesh” – the sinful nature that can lull us into spiritual sleep when we least expect it!

     With that in mind, we now continue our sermon series on Jesus’ letters to the 7 Churches found in Revelation chapters 2 & 3.  Please remember, these letters are meant for ALL churches of ALL times and places.  Therefore, Jesus’ letters are also for our ears – the Church in Jamestown.  Let’s hear the beginning of Jesus’ letter:  “These are the words of him who holds the seven spirits of God and the seven stars.”
     Jesus says that He holds the “7 Spirits of God” which can also be translated as “the seven-fold Spirit.”  Remember, the number 7 is a symbol of completeness.  Most scholars agree that the “seven-fold Spirit” is the Holy Spirit Himself whom Jesus sends to speak to us through God’s Word.  That’s why Jesus ends each letter by saying:  “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”

     However, as Paul says in Romans chapter 10, “How can they hear unless someone preaches to them?”  Jesus also says that He holds the “7 stars” which are a symbol for the pastors of the churches.  Jesus has given His churches pastors whose job it is to proclaim God’s Word in the place of Christ.  The Holy Spirit works through faithful preaching to convict us of sin and also give us faith in Jesus.
     Now hear what Jesus says next:  “I know your deeds; you have a reputation for being alive, but you are dead.  Wake up!  Strengthen what remains and is about to die, for I have not found your deeds complete in the sight of my God.”  These are harsh words from Jesus.  It was not easy for those Christians in Sardis to hear those words.  It’s not easy for US, either!  But as we learned last Sunday, Jesus’ rebukes us because He loves us.

     So, what’s Jesus trying to teach us?  Well, Jesus was obviously not pleased with the lives of many Christians in Sardis.  He says their deeds are not complete in the Father’s eyes.  Now, Jesus does NOT mean that they have not done enough good works to be worthy of God’s mercy.  Scripture clearly teaches that we don’t earn God’s love!  God’s mercy and love are underserved gifts!
     What does Jesus mean, then?  Their deeds show that they are spiritually asleep.  Jesus says that they have a reputation for being alive.  Jesus means that they are popular in the eyes of unbelievers, but they are dead to God.
     You see, they were the “politically correct” church.  They were the open-minded church.  They were the fun church.  They were very involved in their community – including the sinful activities in their community that God condemned!  
     A similar church today would be open to things like evolution, abortion, homosexuality, couples living together apart from marriage, and the equality of all world religions.  Such churches today are seen as being progressive and alive.  But God says they are dead!

     However, Jesus has not yet given up on these sleepy Christians in Sardis.  Jesus believes they can be saved.  So, Jesus tells them to “Wake up!”  What does this mean?  Jesus says:  “Remember, therefore, what you have received and heard; obey it, and repent.  But if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what time I will come to you.”
     Jesus wants them to do 2 things.  First, they are to remember the Word of God that saved them in the first place.  Second, they are to obey that Word of God by repenting of their sin, rejoicing in the forgiveness provided by Jesus, and then striving to live according to God’s Will.

     Unfortunately, many Christians in Sardis had become bored with God’s Word.  They yawned when they heard about repentance and faith in Jesus.  Instead, they had become alert and awake to the sinful things of the world.  
     But Jesus doesn’t want this for them!  If their faith dies, they will not be prepared to face death or to meet Christ when He returns in power and glory.  Jesus doesn’t want them to face God’s wrath on the final day, and so He tells them to “Wake up!”

     Jesus “wake up” call is not in vain.  Jesus says that there are some Christians in Sardis who DO hear God’s Word and OBEY it.  Jesus says:  “Yet you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled their clothes.  They will walk with me, dressed in white, for they are worthy.  He who overcomes will, like them, be dressed in white.  I will never blot out his name from the book of life, but will acknowledge his name before my Father and his angels.”
     Now, what does Jesus mean when He says that some had not “soiled their clothes” and that they were “worthy?”  Well, Jesus does NOT mean that these Christians lived a perfect, sinless life.  Nor does He mean that their good works made them worthy of God’s love.  

     So, what does Jesus mean, then?  Well, “soiled clothes” refer to our sin that can be washed away ONLY by Jesus’ blood – and only those who are alert to the evil of their sin and awake to their need for salvation are able to receive the benefits of Jesus’ blood.  Some of the Christians in Sardis were alert to the fact that they needed to repent of their sins and trust in Jesus for mercy and the strength to be faithful to God’s will.  

     The Good News is that Jesus gave them new clothes, made white by His blood!  We can read about this Good News in Revelation chapter 7, where John writes the following about repentant believers:  “These are they who have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”
     In addition, Jesus says that those who are dressed in white have their names written in the book of life.  You see, not only does Jesus cleanse us from our sin.  He also gives us the certain hope of eternal life.  Jesus says He will never blot out the names of those who trust in Him.

     Now, at this point we must consider how this applies to US.  It’s obvious, really.  We are all guilty of being “spiritually sleepy” from time to time.  This happens when we’re alert to the things of this evil world, but asleep when it comes to the things of God.  This is our fate when we become bored with the study of God’s Word and yawn when we hear about our need for Jesus.
     We dare not be arrogant and think that this could never happen to us.  It could happen to the best of us!  Take the Apostle Peter, for example.  Peter thought he was spiritually alive.  At the Last Supper Peter declared that he would die with Jesus.  But only a few hours later Peter didn’t even have the desire to pray with Jesus.

     Maybe you can think of such times in your life.  You get excited about your faith and you vow to live for the Lord, but then the next thing you know you are giving in to a sinful desire or you find some lame excuse not to attend Church or pray.  If left to ourselves, we would surely sleep ourselves into spiritual death!

     But the Good News I have for you is that Jesus loves you too much to let that happen!  That’s why Jesus speaks His Word to us.  Jesus is always giving us a “wake up” call so that we might live in repentance and faith.  In fact, God’s Word is like a light that shows us what is bad and what is good so that we might turn from the bad and embrace the good that Jesus wants to give us.

     Listen carefully to these words from Ephesians chapter 5:   

“…everything exposed by the light becomes visible, for it is light that makes everything visible.  This is why it is said:  ‘Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you…’”  Did you hear that?  Jesus wakes us from our sinful slumber and shines on us with His promises of mercy, love and a life with God that will never end.
     So, don’t be surprised when Jesus speaks to you!  He may use the Holy Spirit to help you remember God’s Word in your thoughts during the day.  He might use the lyrics of a Christian song or the loving witness of a friend.  He might use a Scripture on a bumper sticker or on a billboard by the road.  In addition, Jesus will most certainly use the Services and Bible Classes at this congregation as well as your own family and personal devotions.

     Jesus speaks to us in so many ways because He knows that we need His daily “wake up” call so that He might shine on us with His wonderful words of comfort and hope.  

     In closing, the Good News I have for you is that Jesus won’t let you dose off at the wheel of the Christian life.  Jesus will do all He can to keep you driving safely in the narrow lane that leads to eternity in God’s love.  Jesus is always speaking to us “sleepy Christians” because He loves us and He doesn’t want our faith in Him to die.  That’s why Jesus says this to you:  “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”  Amen!

