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I 
 
There was indeed a certain “sweetness” about Walter Payton that will sorely be missed. It was 
much more than just the way he danced with such stunning grace and power across a field, 
rightly earning the title of the greatest football player ever.  NFL Commissioner, Paul Tagliabue, 
put it this way at the memorial service held for him at Soldiers Field: “For fans all across 
America, Walter Payton was, in many ways, what we don’t expect a superstar to be – open, 
accessible, genuine, down-to-earth.”1 He was what he appeared and claimed to be. Whether 
fired-up for a game or fearful in the face of a terrible illness – you saw what he was. What he 
promised to do was what he almost always did, and then some.  What he demanded of others 
was what he tirelessly worked out for and delivered on himself. Walter was no flawless figure, 
anymore than you and I are.  But there was an unusual consistency between his press clippings 
and his personal performance. In short, we met in him the sweet congruence between heroic 
reputation and wholesome reality. 
 
We don’t always, of course. We live in an era where this kind of integrity is not only unusual but 
also barely even expected anymore. We have seen so many politicians and preachers, so many 
business-people and celebrities successfully cultivate and profit from one reputation -- while 
living a very different reality -- that we have become increasingly jaded in our view of integrity.  
As comedienne, Lily Tomlin, remarks: “I’ve always considered myself a cynical person, but 
these days it’s hard to keep up!” With every report that some respected figure has been 
involved in accepting kick-backs or insider trading or cheating on a spouse, our tendency to be 
shocked or surprised at such moral gaps dies a bit more. In time, we may not only no longer 
expect integrity from others, we may actually become somewhat dead to the importance of it in 
our own lives as well.  
 

II 
 
This, apparently, is what was already happening to the Christians at Sardis.  When Jesus spoke 
to them at the end of the First Century A.D., he was speaking to a group of people who had all 
but lost a sense of the crucial connection between external reputation and inward reality.  
 
On the surface of things, the Christians at Sardis clearly looked like contenders for the Spiritual 
Super Bowl. Jesus makes a point of saying, “I know your deeds; you have a reputation of 
being alive.” From these words, we have to assume that believers in other parts of Asia Minor 
really looked up to the Sardisians as an example of a truly lively church. Maybe the 
congregation there was quite large, by First Century standards.  Perhaps they were known for 
their fine worship services or great teachers or terrific mission projects. They may have been 
blessed with an unusual pool of money, talent, and other human resources with which to 
further the work of God’s kingdom.  They obviously had every external indicator of vigorous life. 
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But Jesus – as we’ve heard so often in the Book of Revelation – is the one who really sees and 
knows his churches. In the book of 1 Samuel we’re told that “The LORD does not look at the 
things man looks at. Human beings look at the outward appearance, but the LORD 
looks at the heart."2 The reference Jesus makes down in verse 4 to “those who have not 
soiled their clothes” suggests that sin had stained the church.  Their spiritual uniforms 
looked great, but behind their pressed linen reputation was a reality of secret uncleanliness. 
According to Herodotus, the Greek historian, the general citizenry of Sardis was known for its 
lax moral standards and apparently this laxness had invaded the Church.  It was filled with 
“nominal Christians” – people who belonged to Christ in name but not in heart. 
 
This concern for integrity between outward appearance and inward reality is a continual theme 
of the Scriptures, for the simple reason that God is integrity personified. “I am who I am,”3 
says the Lord. King David says: “I know, my God, that you test the heart and are 
pleased with integrity.”4 Jesus’ hardest words were for those who ignored this reality. "Woe 
to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You are like whitewashed 
tombs, which look beautiful on the outside but on the inside are full of dead men's 
bones and everything unclean.  In the same way, on the outside you appear to 
people as righteous but on the inside you are full of hypocrisy and wickedness.”5  
 
The opposite of integrity is hypocrisy. The Greek word “hupokrites” literally means “actor” – one 
who plays a part convincingly but whose true identity is very different from what the audience 
sees.  In the eyes of God, the Christians at Sardis were simply putting on an act. The members 
of the church there thought of themselves as spiritually “alive.” But Jesus said, “I know that 
you are dead.” 
 

III 
 
It can be that way with us too, if we’re not careful.  I think of the prosperous young Wall Street 
broker who met and fell in love with a rising young actress of gentility and dignity.  He 
frequently escorted her about town and wanted to marry her.  But being a cautious man, he 
decided that before proposing marriage he should have a private investigating agency check 
her background and present activities.  After all, he reminded himself, I have both a growing 
fortune and my reputation to protect against a marital misadventure.  The young man 
requested that the agency was not to reveal his identity to the investigator making the report 
on the actress.  In due time the investigator’s report came back.  It said the actress had an 
unblemished past, a spotless lifestyle, and her friends and associates were of the best kind.  
The report concluded, “The only shadow is that she is often seen around town in the company 
of a young broker of dubious practices and principles.”6 
 
I shudder at how many times we’ve been in that man’s position.  We’ve thought of ourselves as 
spiritual All-Stars, when the One “who holds the [real] stars” in his hands, could see 
differently.  Intellectually and conversationally, of course, we are quite clear on our values.  We 
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are opposed to all kinds of evils – from stealing and gambling to adultery and lying; but 
privately, we may cheat on our taxes, bet on the Lotto, lust after many, and bend the truth 
daily.  We may earnestly seek to cultivate a reputation as loving people while privately 
gossiping about and criticizing people whom God loves.  We may portray ourselves as 
thoughtful, open-minded people, while admitting little fresh light into our souls. We may call our 
children to handle conflicts and emotions one way, then handle them very differently ourselves.  
We may be judging others for the very sins that we are committing ourselves. 
 

IV 
 
What Jesus said to the church at Sardis may or may not be true of you or me.  But what he 
said to them was: “I have not found you… complete in the sight of my God.” The word 
translated “complete” is the Greek word “pleroo.” It means “fulfilled” or “perfected.” Jesus is 
not saying, “You’ve completely blown it. I’m through with you. The game’s over.” He’s saying, 
“Now’s the time to really get in the game. I’m not finished with you yet.” He then goes on to 
issue a few very clear instructions as to how they can begin to play with the kind of spiritual 
vitality that God seeks to see. 
 
FIRST, Jesus says: “Wake up.” The Bible often likens death to sleep and new life to the 
process of being woken from slumber.  Again and again through our lives, God tries to ring 
some alarm of scripture or circumstance to wake us. At some level we know that we are being 
called to rise.  But far too often we make a semi-conscious but deliberate decision not to be 
awoken.  We just hit the spiritual snooze button again and roll over, telling ourselves that we’ll 
get up later, or that the buzzer was meant for someone lying nearby. Please don’t do that 
today. Let this message be God’s invitation to each and every one of us to rise to an even more 
integrity-filled life. 
 
SECONDLY, says Jesus, “strengthen what remains and is about to die. Remember what 
you have received and heard.” I believe that deep within the locker of our souls remains the 
vestige of a vision that can be reclaimed and strengthened, if only we will try. However deeply 
we may have slumbered, we can still remember the dream we once had of knowing God 
intimately, of walking with God daily, of finding his greatest purpose for our lives. There still 
remains within our souls a passion to be the kind of mentor and lover that someone near us 
craves… to be the agent of justice, peace, and blessing our world so desperately needs… to 
serve not just a career or a culture but the cause of an eternal kingdom with all that we are. 
This is the vision that still remains and must be strengthened before it dies away.  
 
To do that requires that we take the THIRD step that Jesus calls for here: “Repent and 
obey.” We are called to turn away from what’s been wrong about our past practice and start 
doing what Christ commands. Let me be quick to add that I, for one, am deeply aware that to 
do all of this is tremendously tough. That’s why I often say a prayer something like this one and 
commend it to you: “Dear Lord… I want to thank you for being close to me so far this day.  



 

REPUTATION & REALITY 
Future Faith (Part 5) 
Text: Revelation 3:1-6 

 
 

This message was provided by Christ Church of Oak Brook and 
 Love Changes Life, the broadcast ministry at Christ Church of Oak Brook. 

 

© Daniel D. Meyer / Christ Church of Oak Brook 4

With your help I haven’t been impatient, lost my temper, been grumpy, judgmental, or envious 
of anyone.  But I will be getting out of bed in a minute, and then I think I will really need your 
HELP.”  
 
The wonder is that God promises to answer that prayer.  The God of “the seven spirits” has 
promised to supply the HELP we all need to truly LIVE lives of greater integrity, power, and 
grace. If you’re willing, I’d like to invite you to join me in asking for that help afresh… 
 
Let us pray… 
 
All-loving and all-powerful God, we think of the simple, worldly example you provided to so 
many in the form of a man like Walter Payton. We think of how often he responded to a wake-
up call and rose to do what he’d been gifted to do, even when tired and sore and ill.  We think 
of the immense passion he put into strengthening what he’d received and been taught.  We 
recall the changes he was willing to make, the lengths he was willing to go in obedience to his 
calling. 
 
We also know that Walter Payton’s integrity was but a tiny reflection of that infinitely more 
glorious substance we meet in the person of Jesus Christ, your Son.  We thank you above all 
else for HIS amazing witness, and for the call HE has given us to join his cause on the fields to 
which we’ll go this week to come.  We ask now for the power of your Holy Spirit, God, to fill us 
more and more, with all the grace and wisdom, the sweetness and strength we need to honor 
you fully and completely with the service of our lives.  May both the reality and reputation of 
them bring glory to you.  Through Jesus, our Lord.  Amen.  
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