
“What Jesus Says to a Troubled Church: ‘Wake Up!’” 
 
My brother and I, young boys, were shooting hoops in the back yard.   
 
The ball clanged off the rim and bounded across the yard to the edge of 
the woods. 
 
When I reached down to get it, I nearly put my hand on a fat, lazy, 
copperhead snake, that was staring at me with beady eyes and tasting 
my scent with his tongue. 
 
You know how it is when you are really scared? 
 
My mind told my vocal cords to holler “SNAKE”…but all that came out 
was “snnnn.” 
 
My mind told my legs “RUN FOR YOUR LIFE!” 
 
But my knees buckled in place. 
 
My father made his timely arrival home from the golf course. 
 
Somehow I managed to communicate to him the snake’s presence. 
 
He took the hoe from the storage room and with one whack, separated 
the snake from his copper head. 
 
He put the dissected remains in a bucket. 
 
“Leave this alone, now.” I’ll deal with it later. 
 
Leave this alone?  Are you kidding? 
 
When you’re a 7 year old boy a dead snake is a treasure. 
 
I ran for Wesley across the street and Philip down a ways…. 
 
We got a stick and poked into the bucket. 
 
All of a sudden the headless body began to writhe, the mouth on the 
other flopped open grotesquely… 
 
We all screamed…. 



I ran inside, down the hall to the bathroom where my father was 
showering… 
 
Daddy, Daddy, come quick, the snakes not dead…the snakes not dead. 
 
I will always remember his answer. 
 
“That snake’s dead….he just doesn’t know it yet.” 
 
Jesus says to the church at Sardis,  
“People say you’re alive…..but you’re dead. 
You just don’t know it yet.” 
 
I’m fascinated by the rise of zombies in our culture…. 
 
The television series, The Walking Dead, premiered six years ago, and will 
begin its 7th season in a few weeks. 
 
I’ve never seen it….so those of you who have will have to help me here… 
 
And there should be some of you….it’s the most popular cable television 
series in the coveted 18-49 year old category… 
 
Here’s what I think its about… 
 
There’s been a world wide zombie apocalypse…. 
 
And the world is overrun by zombie Walkers….dead people who shuffle 
around…trying to get uninfected people…and if they catch you, you’re a 
goner, and if they scratch you, you’ll soon be a shuffling living dead 
zombie just like them.  Is that right? 
 
Now doesn’t that make you want to rush home and mark your calendars 
for Oct. 23rd’s season premier? 
 
Or, if you don’t want to watch, you could click on Pinterest and find 1000+ 
Ideas for a Zombie Halloween party. 
 
What’s going on here? 
You know what I think? 
 
I think the world out there already knows that what Jesus says is true…that 
it is perfectly possible to be walking around dead, without knowing it. 
 



There are a lot of living dead people in our world, including, likely some in 
this room. 
 
Some of you are looking at me like….what is he talking about? 
 
What does Romans 6:23 say?  The wages of sin is what?  Death? 
 
What kind of death…off in the future? 
No.  immediate death….spiritual death, you’re cut off from God the 
source of your life….Everyone who sins…..a walking dead zombie. 
 
And who has sinned? 
 
Romans 3:23…”All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. 
Now how many are all? 
 
Every person who’s ever lived. 
 
That’s a zombie apocalypse, alright. 
 
A world full of walking dead, many of whom have no idea. 
 
Do you remember Jesus telling about one of those walking dead, who 
had no idea. 
 
He told the story to two boys who were fighting over their inheritance. 
 
He said the them, let me tell you about a successful businessman whose 
online orders were flying off his warehouse shelves. 
 
He said to himself, what shall I do….things are so good that I cant keep my 
warehouses stocked….I know….I’ll tear them down and build a 40 million 
square foot logistics warehouse….and then I’ll be set. 
 
I’ve got it made…I’ll retire, and wine, dine, shine, and recline. 
 
He went to bed happy. 
But God came to him in the night and said….”You fool…..you’re 
dead…and this warehouse full of things….whose will it be? 
 
You fool…. 
 
You’re dead…in your selfish hording you’ve been dead a long time….you 
just didn’t know it yet. 



 
There is a creature called the pine processionary caterpillar. 
 
It’s called that because it marches through forests in procession….one 
caterpillar tucked right behind another…and it feeds upon pine needles. 
 
John Henry Fabre a French naturalist, tried a whimsical experiment once 
enticed a stream of these caterpillars to the rim of a flower 
pot….connected the beginning of the line to the end….so there was no 
beginning and end…and waited. 
 
The caterpillars marched in a circle for days…a death march…. 
 
Round and round they went…until they began to die. 
 
Strangely, there was a plentiful supply of food in the middle. 
 
Sardis was a church full of people putting their noses to the 
grindstone…working hard, with a reputation for success. 
 
And Jesus said….”Wake up!  You’re dead and dying a little more every 
day.” 
 
Do you know what is a terrifying truth? 
 
It is possible to be born, to grow up, to marry, achieve, party, and never 
really live. 
 
To be dead your whole life….without knowing it. 
And every whisper of the Spirit of God “Wake up!  that awakens a 
yearning restlessness, is answered by watching another show or checking 
another text or making another dollar or taking another drink or escaping 
for another weekend….or buying another outfit,  
 
But there is only one who can make the dead come to life. 
 
Only one….the one who said, If you try to save your life, you’re dead, but 
if you give your life to me, you’ll live. 
 
The one who said, “I came that you might have life….have real, 
abundant life.” 
 
The Apostle Paul says in Ephesians… 



Even when we were dead through our trespasses,  God made us alive together 
with Christ—by grace you have been saved— 
 
And he echoes this living truth in	  Colossians: 
And when you were dead in trespasses and the uncircumcision of your flesh, 
God made you alive together with him, when he forgave us all our trespasses, 
“Wake up!” Jesus says to the church at Sardis….Wake up and hold on to 

the teaching you have received. 

 

I wonder if you have received that teaching, and if you hold on to it? 

 
Brennan Manning,  died a few years ago.  In his amazing life he served as 
a Franciscan priest, ministered to prisoners by becoming a prisoner 
himself….never revealing to them his voluntary choice….ministered to 
shrimp boat workers in Mississippi by becoming a shrimp boat 
worker….became a prolific writer, speaker… 
 
He fought a lifelong battle with alcoholism. 
Marriage and subsequent divorce, rendering him persona non grata in 
the Catholic Church…. 
 
But he was full of the Spirit of God.  This is how he expressed the truth: 
 
“God loves you in such a way that he would rather die than be without 
you.  
 
God loves you for who you are and not for who you should be….not one 
here is ever who they should be 
That God loves you, not the person next to you, not Billy Graham, or 
Mother Theresa, 
Not that God loves the church, the world, that God loves in some vague 
way the whole human race….but the truth that God loves you in such a 
way that he would rather die than be without you.” 
 
He did die so that he would not be without you….so that you could really 
live. 
 
In Jesus Christ is life that can wake the dead. 
 



Fred Craddock, one of America’s great preachers and teacher of 
preachers at Emory, before he died, told of an interview he had with a 
rescue greyhound. 
 
He went to visit a former student….they had dinner, chatted, watched the 
kids roll on the floor with family dog. 
 
“That’s a full blooded greyhound, dad said to Fred….he once raced 
professionally in Florida…then we got him….great dog with the kids. 
 
Then his student and her husband went off to put the little ones to bed, 
leaving Fred alone with the rescue. 
 
According to Fred, the dog started the conversation. 
 
“This your first visit to Connecticut?” 
 
“No” Fred answered….”I went to school up here a long time ago.” 
 
“Well…I guess you heard I came up from Miami, “said the greyhound. 
 
“Oh yeah…you retired?” 
 
“Retired?  NO…is that what they told you? 
 
I spent 5 years as a professional racing greyhound…5 years of running 
around that track day after day, seven days a week, chasing that rabbit. 
 
Well one day, I got up close….I got a good look at that rabbit. 
 
It was a fake!  
 
I had spent my whole life chasing a fake rabbit. 
 
I didn’t retire…I QUIT!”  
 
I wonder…have you quit? 
 
“You’re dead. “ Jesus said.  “Wake up.” 

 
 
 


