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In our series on Revelation 2 & 3, we come todahéosixth letter Jesus wrote, the one to the ¢hatc
Philadelphia. This is the only one of the severrches whose name we recognize immediately. Maybe
some of you are wondering why Jesus would writetted to Philadelphia and not to Boston or New York
or Kansas City. Well, this Philadelphia is not iniAsylvania but in Turkey. It is the second-to-last
church on the postal route starting with Ephesusesnding with Laodicea.

Philadelphia is one of only two churches with whighrist finds no fault, the other being Smyrnathge
message is more encouraging than most. Yet a tin@sting approaches—the ongoing ordeal of God’s
faithful people in a fallen world. Christ does monimize the difficulties, but He does encourags Hi
church with the fact that opposition provides oppoity. He challenges them to be faithful in
overcoming the opposition while taking advantagéhefopportunity.

Let's begin this morning with some background arsdidny regarding Philadelphia. About 30 miles from
Sardis, the city of Philadelphia was strategickdbated in a river valley surrounded by volcanic
mountains, which provided the rich soil for famdosal wines. It was strategically located both tatiily
and for trade routes, and was important in dissatimnig Greek language and culture throughout Asia
Minor.

One problem was Philadelphia’s proclivity for egribkes. In AD 17, when Jesus was just a young man,
the city was virtually leveled by an earthquaketeAfiards, many people chose to live in the rurahar
around the city, and those who re-inhabited thentawwuld flee at the slightest sign of a tremor. Thyg

was eventually rebuilt with the help of the empeérdrerius, and in gratitude it took on the honarifi

name, "Neocaesarea.” This was a great honor fasityhhand tied it closely to the emperor's senaoce

to the worship of him as a god. Nothing is knowouwlthe origin of the church in Philadelphia, bdusi
assumed that it was evangelized by disciples of, Riae the other six cities to whom Jesus wrote. |
continued to maintain a faithful witness to Chfetcenturies.

With that background, we turn to our text. Let’'addhe powerful words our Savior wrote to
Philadelphia, as found in Revelation 3:7-13:
To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:
“These are the words of him who is holy and trueowolds the key of David.
What he opens no one can shut, and what he shutsenoan open. | know your deeds.
See, | have placed before you an open door thaheccan shut. | know that you have
little strength, yet you have kept my word and hastedenied my name. | will make
those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who ¢talme Jews though they are not, but
are liars—I will make them come and fall down atiyfeet and acknowledge that | have
loved you. Since you have kept my command to epatiently, | will also keep you
from the hour of trial that is going to come upbe twhole world to test those who live
on the earth. | am coming soon. Hold on to what lyawe, so that no one will take your
crown. Him who overcomes | will make a pillar iretemple of my God. Never again
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will he leave it. | will write on him the name of i@od and the name of the city of my
God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down obea¥en from my God; and | will
also write on him my new name. He who has an eahiin hear what the Spirit says to
the churches.

This church’s future is brighter than its past. (7-8a)

1. It is brighter because of who its Lord isAt the beginning of each letter Christ
introduces himself in a way that is especially valg to the challenge the church is facing. First,
He is holy. At its root the term holiness in the NiEans “set apart,” particularly from sin and all
that is ungodly. Jesus is also set apart fromhallkb-called gods, especially the cult of the
imperial emperor. The pagan gods were all immalateitful, violent, and never trustworthy,
but Jesus is holy. The church at Philadelphia needscognize that, and so do we. Do we
recognize Him as pure, holy, awesome, and perdecttherefore as one deserving our
obedience and reverent fear? And do other peopléhgeholiness of Jesus reflected in us?

Second, Jesus is True, and therefore One wholjdeggendable, and genuine, not like the so-
called gods of the Greeks. These Philadelphianpgiésclived in a culture very similar to our
own—pluralistic, open to many so-called truths, amdrant of everything except intolerance and
exclusivity. But here Jesus makes a radical clailetthe perfect standard and the absolute
authority in the midst of a culture that is fullddubts, hypocrisy, and outright lies. The church
at Philadelphia desperately needs to acknowledgeahd so do we. Do we believe that both the
living Word of God and the written Word of God atesolutely true and trustworthy? Do we
make it a priority to know this Word and put ouiplean it?

Third, Jesus holds the Key of David. He is the niagss King, the one who holds the keys to the
Kingdom of God (Matthew 16:19; 23:13). No one corntethe Father but by Him (John 14:6).
He alone opens and closes the door to heavenisTaimsther critical fact for the church to
understand and sink its teeth into. Do we beliéza desus is sovereign, absolute and
unchallenged in His power? That He is always pésfeapable to accomplish His will? That

He alone holds all power over salvation and judgmen

There is no one else in the church—not the pastdrithe Elders, not the deacons—no one who is
holy, true, and sovereign.

It is brighter because of what its Lord promises*l know your deeds. See, | have
placed before you an open door that no one can’sham fascinated by the concept of the
“open door,” as discussed often in the NT. Theeesmme passages that speak of an open door
of salvation. For example, in Matthew 7:13, 14,r@ad, “Enter through the narrow gate. For
wide is the gate and broad is the road that leadgstruction, and many enter through it. But
small is the gate and narrow the road that leatifetaand only a few find it.” There are two
gates for each person to choose from, and botbpae. It is true that one is wide and the other
narrow. The wide one enables people to surge tihrgutarge numbers, but the narrow one is
accessible just one at a time. The fact thatamall probably implies that it is low so that a
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person has to stoop to enter. Furthermore, we taketany of our “stuff” with us, because there
is only room for the individual. But friend, dorfdil to see that this door is open—to anyone who
puts his faith and trust in Christ.

But there are other passages in the NT that spieak @pen door of service, or an open door of
opportunity, and | believe this is the door Jesuferring to in His letter to the Philadelphian
church. The Pax Romana (Roman peace), the Romgudga (Latin), and the Roman roads that
crisscross the civilized world provided huge opggifor the Gospel that enabled Christian
evangelists to travel extensively, sharing thehtaftJesus Christ to those with inquisitive minds
and hungry hearts.

But an open door is not the same as a lack of ajp@esOn his third missionary journey the
Apostle Paul spent three years in the city of Epbelle gave public lectures in a rented hall,
and he visited many people in their homes. Nighit@ay he was busy preaching the Gospel. But
he writes a strange thing to the Corinthian chungblaining why he is delaying a visit to them:

“I do not want to see you now and make only a paseisit; | hope to spend some time with

you, if the Lord permits. But | will stay on at Eggus until Pentecost, because a great door for
effective work has opened to me, and there are mdamyoppose me” (1 Corinthians 16:7-9).

It is common for us to look at opposition as evickenf a closed door, but not Paul. As we saw a
couple of weeks ago with the church at Sardisatieence of persecution and opposition can
actually be evidence of a dead church!

Later Paul was taken to Rome as a prisoner, ansivfoyears he was under house arrest. Again
he saw an open door of opportunity, and he witreegsall who came into contact with him—
Jews, Romans, and even members of Caesar’s hods&hel runaway slave named Onesimus,
as we learn in the NT book of Philemon, found Ghhsough Paul’s witness in Rome while he
was a prisoner. Yet, all these opportunities wateemough for Paul, and he prayed for even
more. In Colossians 4:2-4 we read, “Devote youeseho prayer, being watchful and thankful.
And pray for us, too, that God mapen a doofor our message, so that we may proclaim the
mystery of Christ, for which | am in chains. Pragtt| may proclaim it clearly, as | should.”

| want us to ask ourselves a question this morniitgen we ask the Lord, as all of us do from
time to time, to open a door of opportunity for selves or for our church, do we mean it? If we
really mean it, let me ask a second question Hiéset any reason to believe He hasn't already
done so?” If we're looking for the total lack ofpgsition, for all our needs to be met in advance,
and for people to just come up and ask us, “Whagdtrdo to be saved?”, then God is probably
not going to do that. But if we’re willing to steit in faith and trust Him to provide our needs,
then the door may already be open.

We have a term we use in missions a lot—-we spealoséd countries. We need to use that term
cautiously. There really are no countries closetthéoGospel; there are only countries in which
traditional missionaries are not welcome. No courgrclosed to Christian businessmen and
women, closed to the airwaves, closed to the ietenlosed to concerted prayer, closed to
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So the biblical concept of the open door speakh@bpportunity to share the Gospel, with or
without opposition present. Back in Revelationt3l&ok once again at what Jesus says to the
church of Philadelphia about the open door: “I hplazed before you an open door that no one
can shut.” That is why | say this church’s futuseyreater than its past. So is ours, in fact, even
more so, if we will take advantage of the oppotiesiJesus has set before us.

This church’s commitment is stronger than its earthy resources. (8b)

The last half of verse 8 reads, “I know that youehhttle strength, yet you have kept my word
and have not denied my name.” This congregatigaiketically weak, but | do not see this as a
criticism but rather as a simple statement of fabey are few in number and have little in terms
of financial resources or stature in the commurigre than likely they were made up primarily
of the lower classes of society, just like Paulcdéges the Corinthian church: “not many wise by
human standards, not many influential, not manyadfie birth.”

Yet despite their lack of strength, these believenge done two things for which they are
commended, one positive and one negative: (1) hlagg kept Christ's Word and (2) they have
not denied His name. What does it mean to keepisd? Well, it has to start with knowing it.
You can’'t keep something you’re unfamiliar with.€rhit involves believing it. There are sadly
many today but have a certain acquaintance witlptsece but they fail to believe what they
read. The whole Da Vinci phenomenon has shown havgerous a little learning can be in the
hands of someone who feels quite free to massageuth and create his own reality. The recent
uproar in over National Geographic’s exposure ef@ospel of Judas is positively silly. Bible
scholars have been aware of scores of Gnostic thed false Gospels for the whole history of
the church. These phony writings were rejectechyetarly Christians for obvious reasons, and
only a postmodern mentality that is eager to delmmkChristian claims to truth would try to
resurrect these tired and weak arguments.

But knowing and believing is not all that is ergdilin “keeping Christ’'s Word”; we must also
obey it and live it. These Philadelphian belieegsparently are doing that, but there are many
today who do not. They will fight tooth and nailesa fine point of doctrine, but their lives are a
disgrace.

But there is still a further implication. In additi to knowing and believing and obeying and
living, Jesus is interested in having His Word paiwoned. Have the believers at Philadelphia
kept Christ’'s word? Then let them spread it! Tlsathie principal reason He has opened the door
of opportunity for them. And the same is true af us

The second thing the Philadelphians are knowndiespite their lack of strength, is that they
have not denied the name of Christ. Even in the &dgersecution, threat, poverty, death, or
whatever the Evil One could throw at them, theysefto deny Him. That's why | say their
commitment is stronger than their earthly resourtlesv about ours? At times we feel that we
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have little strength left, but by God’s grace wa oaaintain our commitment to His Word and
His name, because we know He is faithful and Hazgtis infinite. Do you remember that song,
He Giveth More Grace

When we have exhausted our store of endurance,

When our strength has failed ere the day is hatfedo

When we reach the end of our hoarded resources,

Our Father’s full giving is only begun.

This church’s protection is greater than its oppodion. (9)

Look at verse 9 again: “I will make those who af¢he synagogue of Satan, who claim to be
Jews though they are not, but are liars—I will m#leam come and fall down at your feet and
acknowledge that | have loved you.” What a sercharge Jesus makes against the Jews in
Philadelphia who are persecuting the ChristianstaBatical is their resistance to the Gospel
that He calls them a synagogue of Satan!

Jesus was a Jew, of course, and so were the vasitynaf the Apostles and early Christian
leaders. They were faithful Jews in that they velieand taught the truth of the Hebrew
Scriptures. Again and again in the NT Paul distisiges between those who are spiritual Jews
and those who are merely Jews physically. Jesugsrtale same distinction here. He says these
persecutors claim to be Jews, but they are ndyreéhey are liars. They may have circumcised
bodies but not circumcised hearts. The Jews, afsegare not the only ones who pretend to be
what they are not. There are those in every religiod every denomination who are spiritual in
name only.

Jesus promises to protect His people in Philadalfsbm these hypocritical persecutors. He
says, “l will make them come and fall down at yéeet and acknowledge that | have loved

you.” The OT taught in many places that Gentilesiidoe forced to pay homage to the Jews
due to the fact that they are God’s chosen pebplienow this promise is turned on its head:
Jewish oppressors will be forced to pay homageeoti®@ believers. Some have thought that this
homage is referring to the future conversion oflees, but notice that Jesus will make them
fall down at “your” feet, not “my” feet. This is bmission, not worship. The Jewish people will
eventually learn that God’s true efficacious losdar those who have believed in His Messiah.

This church’s protection is greater than her ogpmsi And so is ours. In contrast to the
Philadelphians, we have it really easy. Unfortulyatee give up a lot more easily, too. Listen to
John Stott:

Subtle and specious are the excuses we give fatiagdhe challenge of
evangelism. Our forces are small and feeble, we Hag opposition is great, and the
danger of further unpleasantness real. So let uslno@nything rash or foolish. Let us
wait a while until the circumstances become moveifable. Does not the Bible itself
say: “There is a time to speak and a time to bensil? Yes, indeed, but the devil himself
is adept at misquoting and misapplying ScriptureitiNer the church’s weakness nor
present nor future opposition should silence us.”



This church’s perseverance is tougher than its test (10)

Look at verse 10: “Since you have kept my commanehdure patiently, | will also keep you
from the hour of trial that is going to come upbe tvhole world to test those who live on the
earth.” Jesus promises to keep this church fromesemible trial. | want us to explore what this
trial might be referring to, but first I want yoo hotewhyHe promises to protect them: “Since
you have kept my command to endure patiently.” Tin@ye persevered up to this point with
patience, so He will keep them safe in the future.

There are many who interpret this promise of kegpine church from the hour of trial as proof
that the Church will be raptured before the Grediulation. The real question is whether Christ
is promising to “protect His churah” or “remove thenfrom” the tribulation that is coming.

The Greek can be understood either way, and frattkdye are good arguments on both sides. |
am inclined to believe Christ is promising to paitelis church while they are going through this
hour of trial. There is strong support for thiseirgretation in John 17:15: “My prayer is not that
you take them out of the world but that yanotect them fronthe evil one.” The Greek phrase
here is the same as found in Rev. 3:10 (proteot)frand here it clearly doe®t mean “remove
from” but rather “protect while being attacked by tevil one.”

Certainly it is comforting to many to think thatlieeers will enjoy a secret exit from this
condemned planet just in the nick of time, asltb# Behind Seriesuggests, but that comfort
may not be well founded. While | am not dogmaticiom subject, | believe the NT evidence
favors the view that the church will goaroughthe Tribulation (or at least most of it), but thnet
will be protected from the wrath of God as it isngepoured out on the earth. By the way, it is
important to realize that we may not escape thehaohSatan, for there will be many martyrs
during the Great Tribulation, but there is a hudieence between the wrath of God and the
wrath of Satan. Someone has said, “But if yougad] you're dead.” Yes, but persecution for
the sake of Christ is seen as a privilege in theatt martyrdom is viewed as a victory over
Satan, not a defeat.

This church’s ultimate rewards are higher than itsrisks. (11-13)

Jesus says, “I am coming soon. Hold on to whathaxe ...” Unlike the letters to compromising
churches, the promise of Christ's coming soon isartbreat, but an exhortation to continue to do
the good they have been doing. Do you ever remegthgrmom saying, "Your father will be
home in about an hour." That statement had a vilgrent meaning depending on whether
you’d been good or bad while he was away. We aligg¢every day in an attitude of

expectation that the Lord may come back at any &ntedemand an accounting. Are you ready
to meet God today? Would you be glad to see Jasue stand before you right now, or would
you be afraid because you have left much unfinisiedk?

Jesus mentions three ultimate rewards that awasetbelievers who overcome, who take the
risk of walking through the open door and seizimg dpportunities that Christ puts before them.
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Those three rewards are all symbolic—a crown,larpit the temple, and a name, or rather three
names. Our task is to figure out what they are $jinbof.

A crown. “Hold on to what you have, so that no one wikeggour crown.” The crown
imagery is especially meaningful here due to theuparity of athletic games in Philadelphia.
The crown is the prize the victor receives, as Raites to the Corinthian believers:

Do you not know that in a race all the runners rbot only one gets the prize?

Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyoneashtpetes in the games goes

into strict training. They do it to get a crown thaill not last; but we do it to get

a crown that will last forevefl Corinthians 9:24-25).

There are enemies out there fighting against ugusbagainst Christianity in general, but
against our faith and our life in Christ. The wotide devil, and our own sinful desires all war
against us, telling us to take it easy, to relat,ta get so worked up about this Christianity
thing. Seek your own comfort, look out for numbaeewould this God of yours deny you the
pleasure of living? But if we do so, we may endiemng disqualified.

A pillar in the temple. “Him who overcomes | will make a pillar in theriple of my
God. Never again will he leave it.” So the rewaedehis not the we willeceivea pillar but that
we will bea pillar. A pillar speaks of something stable, inwalole, and secure. (Do you
remember the story of Samson, who in his deatbdithore pagan Philistines than in his life,
and that was a lot!? He did so by leaning agahespillars in the house of Dagon and pulling
them down with his enormous strength, which helbatidue to sin but had restored by God due
to repentance). Well, God is going to make uslamihat will never fall. This speaks of absolute
security. In a city that was known for its earthkgs and in a church that was plagued by
persecution, this promise of security must havenlmeest welcome. And isn’t security what
most people desperately want—in relationshipsheir finances, in their work? It is a reward
God promises to those who overcome. If we arethftaipilgrim in this life, we will be a pillar
in the next.

Three names Jesus promises to write three names on the leelewo overcomes—the
name of my God, the name of the city of my God, ‘angd new name.” Well, the personal name
of God is Yahweh, the city of God is clearly thevN@erusalem, and the new name of Jesus is,
according to Rev. 19:12, “a name that no one knawide himself.” Frankly, | don’t know all
that is involved in these names, but they clegrak of our identity. Jesus will acknowledge us
before his Father, not with the titles we so ofjere ourselves and others—black or white,
Republican or Democrat, single, divorced, abuset, poor, lawyer, construction worker,
unemployed-but with titles like "Child of God, Betxd Son, Beloved Daughter.” In this world
you may be rejected, forgotten, unloved, ignoredirmgpopular, but Jesus gives his loving
affirmation of ownership to all those who are Hysfaith.

Conclusion Dr. Grant Osborne, professor at our own Trinit\aigelical Divinity School,
writes cogently:
Every small church in a difficult area of minisimll find this letter encouraging.
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Every Christian uncertain about his or her giftdgplace in the church as a whole will
be comforted. The basic message is profound: Gowre interested in faithfulness than
success. | met a pastor who had been ministerimg imner-city situation where growth
was impossible. He was told by a church growth éedaldat he should leave since there
was no future in that church. The leaders in Prelatiia would have been told the same.
Does God care only about suburban ministry wheightmrhoods are exploding with
people and “church growth” is almost inevitablethink not. When we get to heaven, the
greatest rewards may well be for the kind of Charst who persevered in situations like
that in Philadelphia, who remained true to the Lamcan extremely difficult situatioh.

John Bunyan, the author ®he Pilgrim's Progresshad little worldly success and much pain. At
16, when he became a lay preacher in the armyriéral was killed standing next to him. At 17,
his mother died. At 21 he was a husband, and ae2¥ecame a widower, the father of four
young children, one of them blind. At 32, when hessyailed for preaching without government
license, his second wife suddenly went into labmat delivered a child who soon died. He was
offered his freedom if he would stop preachinggbspel, but he famously replied, "If | am
freed today, | will preach tomorrow."

Bunyan spent the next 12 years of his life in pristet In the midst of a life full of loss, sorrow,
and trouble, Bunyan faithfully wrote and preaché&od's grace and goodness to him. Not
many of us will be given a platform to impact thands of people or manage millions of dollars,
but God has put an open door of opportunity inthiafreach one of us. And success is faithfully
doing what God has given us to do in His powerHiw glory.

i. John R. W. StotlWhat Christ Thinks of the Church02.
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