
 

 

Less Than Meets The Eye 
Revelation 3:1-6 

 
 [Slide 1] There was this guy. He was a little bit of a narcissist, a little stuck on himself. 
After speaking an hour as the Me Monster, talking plenty for everyone, he looked at the other 
person and said, “Well, enough about me. Let’s talk about you for a minute. Tell me, what do 
you think about me?” 
 Revelation 2-3 is really a statement of what Christ thinks about the church. [Slide 2] And 
that more important than anything else, more important than what we think about the church, 
and more important than what outsiders think about the church. I think both of the latter are 
important, just not as important as what Christ thinks. 
 And what did Christ think about this church, the church at Sardis? He said, “You know, 
there’s less here than meets the eye.” [Slide 3] He looked at them and said, “There’s a lot of 
hype here. This church is a façade.” Let’s read Revelation 3:1-6. [Slide 4]  
 Today is Super Bowl Sunday. It is the most overhyped, media-driven, overpromising and un-

der delivering sporting event. For the most part, last year being an exception, the games are 
yawners.  My favorite quote regarding the Super Bowl comes from Duane Thomas, a former 
Dallas Cowboy, who once spent a season not talking to the media. When asked what it felt like 
to play in the ultimate game, he replied, “If it’s the ultimate game, why will they play it again 
next year?” 
 
 Exposition Points [Slide 5] 
 

v. 1 Christ holds both requirements for renewal in His hands. He holds the churches 
in the form of their leaders and He also holds the Spirit. Renewal will require 
both. Churches that seek a chaplain are not churches where His Spirit will do its 
life-giving work. 

v. 2  The history of Sardis included two occasions where they were captured because 
of a failure to stay alert, (549 BC with the Persians and 218 BC with the Greeks). 
Sardis was built on a hill with such steep sides that it appeared impenetrable. 
However, to the south there was a small neck of land that allowed access to the 
city. It could easily be fortified and protected but they failed to do so and were 
captured. 

v. 2  Their incomplete works troubled Christ. Whatever we do is inadequate unless it 
reflects the reality of our hearts. 

v. 3  “Remember” means to keep in mind the gospel, not simply to recall it. Do we 
keep the gospel in mind? It seems to me that believers frequently accept it and 
then begin to work off different sheet music. The gospel is universal, for every 
person. Are we for every person?  

v. 3  Although it sounds familiar, this coming is not the same as the second coming. 
Jesus’ coming is conditioned on their continuance in a state of inattentiveness. 
And in this case Christ was coming to turn out the lights, to shut the doors, and 
to deliver the same fate that eight churches in North America experience every 
week, cessation of existence. 



 

 

v. 4  Walking with Christ means living out the gospel. Paul rebuked Peter for not walk-
ing uprightly according to the gospel (Gal. 2:14). The gospel is God’s initiative 
and decisive action for salvation. Are we doing that? The gospel says that every-
one person can be saved. Do we believe that? 

  
 Jesus looked at the church at Sardis and for the most part concluded, “There is less here 
than meets the eye. [Slide 6] You are not truly what you appear to be.” 
  
 There are “Less Here” areas that I could focus on this morning. I could focus on the issue 
of the self, of identity, of how reputation frequently outdistances reality. We elevate giftedness 
over character. How do I know? We rarely envy other people’s character, only their giftedness. 
Even when it seems like we are in character-envy mode, we actually only envying their reputa-
tion. But I don’t want focus here. 
 We could address the area of worship as an example of spiritual and religious hype. Our 
concepts of worship are woefully inadequate. Typically, it gets limited to music. There are fre-
quent outbreaks of the “worship wars.” That’s not what it is about. If the fight was really about 
worship, I’d be rolling my sleeves and ready to get after that. Worship is why God created us. 
But that’s not what the fight is about. It’s about music. Churches are fighting about music. Be-
lievers are fighting about music. Jesus didn’t die for music. But some people obviously are will-
ing to do and to crucify the church in the process. 
 Instead I want to focus on one area, that of mission. Christ focused on this in the church: 
their mission was less than what it appeared to be. [Slide 7]  
 
A Mission That Is Less Than It Appears 
 “…I have not found your works complete before My God.” (v.2) 
 
 John Ortberg speaks powerfully about the concept of shadow mission, a corruption of 
my true mission. When my true mission becomes shadowy, murky, and unclear, I have em-
braced a shadow mission. [Slide 8] 
 Let’s use the Bible character of Esther as an example. Her true mission was to use her 
position as the queen to save her people, the Jews. However, the temptation was to lapse in 
her shadow mission, rely on her beauty and settle for living a life of luxury in the palace.  
 All of us are tempted to yield to a shadow mission, to give in to its seducing voice. Even 
Jesus was tempted to pursue a shadow mission. He was tempted by Satan in the wilderness to 
bypass the way of the cross, to gratify his own desires, to impress people with a miracle, to 
compromise His total commitment to God, in order to succeed influencing people toward the 
kingdom.  
 This plays out on a corporate level and an individual level. John Ortberg himself talks 
about his own shadow mission. As a preacher of the gospel, his purpose is to preach the gospel. 
His shadow mission? He actually has a token of it that he uses as a reminder. As a boy, John en-
tered into speech making contests. He has a newspaper clipping that reads, “Talkative Boy Wins 
Acclaim.” The shadow mission for John Ortberg is to use his ability to communicate in order to 
gain the praise and approval of others. 
 Ortberg says his church has a shadow mission also. Located in California, someone 



 

 

laughingly called it “the successful church for successful people.” But it became very unfunny to 
him when he realized how much truth there was in that statement. 
 The shadow mission is always somehow close to the real mission. Just like in the sha-
dows, you can make out a general shape. It appears to be a genuine mission. But we know bet-
ter, don’t we? We know when we are pursuing our shadow mission. And while it may seem that 
we fulfilling God’s purpose for us, there is less there than meets the eye. We can’t lie to our 
own hearts. And we certainly can’t lie to Christ Himself. 
 What about this church? We are spending 2009 re-grouping around our mission, our 
purpose, our vision. Much time will be spent trying to clarify our mission. But we also need to 
take a look at our shadow mission. If we don’t understand the point at which we are being 
tempted, then how can we ever make it to the goal? 
 Sardis had a shadow mission. It was a busy church for busy people. There were lots and 
lots of religious activity going on. It had a name, a reputation for churchy kinds of things. But 
Jesus shone a spotlight on them and made it apparent that their reputation was a façade and 
they only had a short time to get back on track. Why we think that we have any more time then 
offered to them? 
 [Slide 9] There are two churches in Revelation 2-3 that receive strong rebukes, this one 
and Laodicea. Today, there is nothing left of those towns. The other ones, even Ephesus, exist 
in some fashion, though not necessarily on the same site.  
 When we don’t heed Christ’s warning about less than meets the eye, the end result is 
usually that less becomes nothing at all. It is time to remember our mission, to embrace it, and 
to definitively turn our back on our shadow mission. The time is now. 
 
  
 
 
 
 


