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CHRIST'S MESSAGE TO THE CHURCH IN PHILADELPHIA (3:7-13)

7To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:

Thus says the holy One, the true One, the One who has the key of David, who opens and no one shuts, and shuts and no one opens: 81 know your works; behold, I have given before you an open door which no one is able to shut, because you have little strength, and you kept my word and did not deny my name. 9Behold, I am giving some of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews, and they are not, but they lie—behold, I will make them come and bow before your feet, and to know that I have loved you.
10 Because you have kept the word of my endurance, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is about to come on those who dwell on the earth. I i I am coming soon; hold what you have, that no one take your crown. 12The one who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God, and he will never go out of it, and I will write upon him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem which descends out of heaven from my God, and my new name. 13The one who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.

Historical application. The church in Philadelphia fits approximately into the period of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries which was characterized by a great revival of Protestantism. We have in the past shared stories of the various movements revived genuine faith in the saving grace of Christ as a personal Savior.  Among them were the Moravians, the Bible Societies, and the mission boards in the United States and England which resulted in restoring the spirit of Christian fellowship and self-sacrifice. 
With "little strength" (3:8):  The church of this period was indeed a missionary church driven by a strong desire to bring the gospel to the entire world. This period was a time of great advancement of the gospel, such as had not been experienced ever before in Christian history.

Now let’s look at the ancient city of Philadelphia.   Philadelphia (modern Alasehir) was the youngest of the seven cities, located some twenty-five miles southeast of Sardis.  This prosperous city also lay on the imperial post road next to on the Cogamus River, 105 miles from Smyrna. 
It stood upon a terrace 650 ft. above the sea. Behind it are the volcanic cliffs to which the Turks have given the name of Devitt, or "inkwells"; on the other side of the city the land is exceedingly fertile, and there was produced a wine of whose excellence the celebrated Roman poet Virgil wrote. 
Philadelphia is not so ancient as many of the other cities of Asia Minor, for it was founded after 189 B.C. on one of the highways which led to the interior. Its name was given to it in honor of Attalus II, because of his loyalty to his elder brother, Eumenes II, king of Lydia. 
Philadelphia sometimes bore the title of "Little Athens" because of the magnificence of the temples and other public buildings which adorned it. 
Philadelphia quickly became an important and wealthy trade center, for as the coast cities declined, it grew in power, and retained its importance even until late Byzantine times. The city was the seat of a bishop. As in most Asia Minor cities, many Jews lived there, and they possessed a synagogue. 
During the reign of Tiberius the city was destroyed by an earthquake, yet it was quickly rebuilt. Ala-shehir, which it is called now, is still a Christian town; one-fourth of its modern population is Greek, and a Greek bishop still makes his home there. One of the chief modern industries is a liquorice factory; in the fields about the city the natives dig for the roots. On the terrace upon which the ancient city stood, the ruins of the castle and the walls may still be seen, and among them is pointed out the foundation of the early church. The place may now best be reached by rail from Smyrna.
Although military positioning was an important issue for all Greek kings in establishing a city, from its inception, Philadelphia had the further purpose of being a missionary city for the promotion of the Greek language, manners, and culture to the area of Lydia and Phrygia.   
Like the other of the 7 cities, its geographical location, however, made it subject go occasional earthquakes; in particular, the severe earthquake of A.D. 17 devastated Philadelphia together with Sardis and other surrounding cities.

The description of Jesus of Philadelphia. Thus says the holy One, the true One, the One who has the key of David, who opens and no one shuts, and shuts and no one opens: 
Jesus is the Holy One.  We must never forget that Jesus is divine.  His holiness is what makes him capable of providing salvation to us.

Jesus is the true one:  The Greek word used here is alethinos meaning "genuine" or "real" as opposed to that which is unreal (it must be distinguished from alethes which means "true" as opposed to that which is false). In the Old Testament context, this word designates the faithfulness of God to his promises (cf. Ps.146:6; Isa. 65:16).

Jesus has the key of David. The immediate background for this imagery is Isaiah 22:20-22 where the key of David is the key of the king's storehouse. King Hezekiah had a faithful servant Eliakim, who received the key of the chief steward of the storehouse of the king, thus exercising the full authority of the king in the royal palace and the royal storehouse. 
With this key, Jesus is the one who controls everything in the kingdom of God.  He himself not only has the key, he also IS the key.

In the New Testament, Christ is given all authority (Matt. 28:18). He is appointed "as head over all things to the church" (Eph. 1:22), and he is "faithful as a Son over His [God's] house" (Heb. 3:6). Now, he presents himself to the Philadelphians as the One who has received full authority and has access to the heavenly storehouse and the riches of God. From there, he is able to give to the overcomers in the churches many different and wonderful promises.

Jesus' appraisal of the church (3:8-10). 
81 know your works; behold, I have given before you an open door which no one is able to shut, because you have little strength, and you kept my word and did not deny my name. 
This church of "brotherly love" has a great opportunity. Jesus has set before her an open door of opportunities for service which no one is able to shut. "An open door" is a metaphor for the opportunity of preaching the gospel. Paul says that "a wide door for effective service has opened to me" (1 Cor.16:9; 2 Cor. 2:12). He also prayed "that God may open up to us a door for the world, so that we may speak forth the mystery of Christ" (Col. 4:3). In his report to the church in Antioch, he spoke of how God "opened a door of faith to the Gentiles" Acts 14:27). When God opens the door, no one is able to stop Christians in their service for God.
The closest that Jesus comes to a condemnation of the church of Philadelphia is this.  Although faithful with an open door of opportunities set before them by Christ, however, this church has a significant weakness: it is not even by a dynamic force for God, for it has but little strength.  We often times look at our church here, and be honest with me, do we not see a church with little strength?  But praise God for that little bit of strength.  
2 Cor 12: 9  And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.

10  Therefore I take pleasure in infirmities, in reproaches, in necessities, in persecutions, in distresses for Christ's sake: for when I am weak, then am I strong.

Philadelphia is a church faithful to God's word and Christ. It kept my word, and did not deny my name; it has not fallen into compromise or apostasy. It is further a church of patience and endurance (3:10).  When God opens the door of opportunities for the preaching of the gospel, the enemy's forces are always there to shut that door. While Paul rejoiced that God opened "a great and effective door" for service to him, he observed that "there are many adversaries" (1 Cor. 16:9). Jesus accused the scribes and Pharisees of shutting people out of the kingdom of heaven (Matt. 23:13; Luke 11:52). 
This is evidently what happened in Philadelphia. This church confronted the same problem as did the church in Smyrna with those who say that they are Jews but in reality are of the synagogue of Satan (3:9; cf 2:9). But Jesus gives this church the assurance that he loves them despite their weakness, and that he is already dealing with their opponents. The day is coming when their enemies, who are doing Satan's work, will be humiliated and admit that God loves the Philadelphian church. When God opens the door of opportunities for this weak church, all the power of the enemy will not be able to shut that door.
Because the Philadelphians have kept the word of my endurance, Jesus gives them the assurance that he will be with them and protect them in the eschatological hour of trial: I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is about to come on those who dwell on the earth. 
The phrase "those who dwell on the earth" consistently refers to the wicked (6:10; 8:13; 11:10; 13:8, 14;14:6; 17:8). This "hour of trial" clearly refers to God's judgment against the enemies of God and his people, which will be poured out prior to the Second Coming as portrayed in Revelation 16.

The question is whether Christ promises to keep his faithful people from or during that time of trial. 
Those who believe in the secret rapture would say that God will save his people from the fiery trials.  They will be taken away and miss the devastation that will fall on the world.

However, in his intercessory prayer Jesus prayed: "I do not ask Thee to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one" (John 17:15). 
In the book of Revelation, the great hour of trial is the time when the last plagues will be poured out upon "those who dwell on the earth," namely, those who have accepted the mark of the beast rather than the seal of God (Rev. 16). This text seems to suggest that God's faithful people will not be removed from the earth when the judgments of God are poured out; But Christ promises to be with them and protect them during that hour of trial (cf. Dan. 12:1).

Jesus' counsel to the church (3:11). Jesus promises the church that he is coming soon. In view of the nearness of Christ's coming, the church is counseled to hold what you have, that no one take your crown.
 William Barclay provides a list of people in the Bible who lost their place to someone else because they were found unworthy of the task God had given them.  Esau lost his place to Jacob (Gen. 25:34; 27:36); Reuben lost his place to Judah (Gen. 49:4, 8); Saul lost his place to David (1 Sam. 16:1,13); Judas lost his place to Matthias (Acts 1:25); and the Jews lost their place to the Gentiles (Rom. 11:11). 
It is a real tragedy when God opens a door and gives a person a task, then finds that he or she renounces the call. He then removes that person and gives the task to somebody else. 
The promise to the overcomer (3:12). Jesus promises to make the overcomer in the church in Philadelphia a pillar in the temple of my God. In 1 Timothy 3:15, "the church of the living God" is "the pillar and support of the truth." Paul names Peter, James, and John as pillars of the early church (Gal. 2:9). A pillar is fixed in the temple as support. The metaphor of being a pillar in a temple "conveys the idea of stability and permanence."  The faithful overcomers are promised eternal security in Christ, for they will never go out of it.
These overcomers receive another promise: I will write upon him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the New Jerusalem which descends out of heaven from my God, and my new name. 
The fulfillment of this promise is described in Revelation 21:2 and 10. John saw later in the vision the faithful 144,000 who have the names of Christ and the Father written on their foreheads (14:1). Those who have the name of God belong to God and are under his protection (Rev. 22:4). In addition, the name of the New Jerusalem will be written upon the faithful. 
According to Ezekiel, the name of the new city would be: "The LORD is there" (48:35). In the New Jerusalem, the overcomers will experience the everlasting presence of God: "Behold, the tabernacle of God is among men, and he will tabernacle with them, and they will be his peoples, and God himself will be among them" (Rev. 21:3).

Call to hear the Spirit. Even though God's people have little strength, he graciously sets before them a door of opportunities. The enemy of God and his people can try to shut that door, but Jesus possesses the key to the heavenly storehouse. When he opens a door, nobody is able to shut it. He is in control. God's people, although weak, need to hold what they have, that spark of their faithfulness, trusting God and allowing him to work in them and through them. In such a way, no one will be able to take their crown from them.
Today as we contemplate this message and how it relates to our church, I would like to suggest the following points:

I believe to a great sense we are the church of Philadelphia.  For the most part, we share an experience of brotherly (and sisterly) love in our congregation.  

We serve a God who has opened the door for us to witness in this area.  No one can prevent us from doing that.  However, though we have a message of truth to share with the world, we have been doing that weakly.

There are those who would say that we are teaching falsehoods, and oppose our beliefs, but Jesus tells us that eventually they will declare that we were sharing what Jesus put on our hearts and that he loves us.

He promises to keep us through the times of trial, not from the times of trial, and He is coming soon.  That soon coming will transform trial into joy, trouble into pleasure, toil into repose.  
Again, this is done through the indwelling of God’s Holy Spirit. 

Today, are you willing to allow your weakness to be combined with the power of God?  Are you willing to let your timidity be overtaken by the holy boldness that the disciples experienced after Pentecost?  

Please bow your heads.  
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