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To the Church in Philadelphia 

7 “To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:

These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open. 8 I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. 9 I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars—I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you. 10 Since you have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth. 11 I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. 12 Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it. I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on him my new name. 13 He who has an ear let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”

“Shame on you!!!  Shame on you!!!  Shame on you!!!” shouted the huge crowd in San Francisco. This mass of protesters gathered around a small group of supporters for Proposition 8. About a dozen policemen and women surrounded this small group who were in favor of one man-one woman marriage. They needed protection against this angry and cursing crowd. The police realized that they needed to move this group to safety as the crowd was becoming more aggressive. “Shame on you!!  Shame on you!!!” the crowd followed and the chant continued as the police ushered the group out of the area.   

After the Yes vote on Proposition 8 in California on Election Day, those enthusiastic for homosexual marriage mounted protests all around our country. Here in the Midwestern city of Peoria, one such protest group expressed outrage over the decision to define marriage as one man and one woman in covenant relationship. When hearing these protesters speak, we are reminded of the prophet Isaiah who wrote in Chapter 5, Verse 20:


Woe to those who call evil good, and good evil;  Who put darkness for light, and light for darkness; 

Who put bitter for sweet, and sweet for bitter! 
The San Francisco Chronicle editorialized over the Proposition 8 vote with these words: “No one can forecast the outcome of this next fight, but there is bound to be some fallout that may harm those religions that so vehemently insisted that their beliefs be placed in the California Constitution. All religions require tolerance to flourish, but in Proposition 8 some religious groups aimed at and wounded gay people in California.”
Do you catch the veiled threat: watch out, because we will come after you when you lose this battle, and you cannot expect mercy from us because you do not deserve it.  The author goes on to assert that religious principles must not be allowed into the discussion of law and government.

Regarding the Christian response to the issue of homosexual marriage I make four brief comments. I believe this is and issue we need to begin to think about. The message is not about homosexual marriage, but I want us to begin there. The fourth comment has to do with our passage of Scripture.

The first comment I would make in regard to homosexual marriage and the Christian’s response is: there is no such thing as homosexual marriage regardless of how any present or future law might be written. A dandelion does not become a rose because it wants to be a rose and demands for you to call it a rose. We are not hateful or bigoted toward dandelions. We are merely observing the way God created the world, and God created His world, from the beginning, creating a man and a woman, and creating then a covenant relationship between this man and this woman to be joined together. Marriage is a covenant relationship created by God and He alone possesses the authority to define it. Let us always cherish this truth.

Second, we Christians must prepare ourselves and our young people to be able to answer the objections of those promoting homosexuality in our culture. We are largely unprepared for dialogue with the culture. It is not enough to merely vent in frustration over the progress of the homosexual agenda is making in our country. We must understand for ourselves why this is not a civil rights issue it is painted to be and what is at risk for everyone. We must be able to articulate God’s Truth in the world in wise ways. We must educate ourselves so that we can enter into the discussion with our culture.

Third, we must continue to love the sinner. We must not become hostile in our heart attitudes. We are not by nature of a different category as those advancing homosexuality.  We, too, by our nature are sinners deserving God’s judgment.  As Christians we possess a new nature because of God’s mercy and grace toward us.  We do not boast in ourselves, but in our Lord because there is nothing in us that created this new nature. We must have compassion for those enslaved to soul destroying sin and in love we seek to share the Gospel of Jesus with them for they need hope. And, if we do not offer the hope of the Gospel, but only vent angry words, then where will they find it? This Gospel of Jesus Christ offers hope to anyone who wishes to be free of sin and to enjoy God and the only way that they will be able to do so is if we, the church, in love share the Gospel with them.
Finally, and this is what connects us with Revelation 3, the church must not blame the world for defying God’s law. Why is our culture juggling with the idea of homosexual marriage? Could it be that the truth of the sanctity of marriage has already been corrupted by us, the church of the living God? We know that sexual sin undermines the sacredness of the marriage covenant, yet sexual sin of various kinds both before marriage and after marriage is tolerated and practiced by large percentages of the church. We know that the sin of divorce undermines the sacredness of the marriage covenant, yet the sin of divorce has invaded the church without much of a fight by individuals or by the whole body. In fact, divorce statistics tell us that atheists get divorced at a lower than self-identified, born-again Christians. While we understand that not everyone who is divorced commits the sin of divorce, with the exceptions of abandonment and continued, unrepentant adultery, we acknowledge that every time there is a divorce someone commits the sin of divorce. 
We cannot protect the sanctity of marriage while this reality of the sin of sexual immorality and the sin of divorce is destroying our credibility to speak on the topic. If we really want to change our culture, then we must begin with ourselves. We need to first seek personal change and personal revival. The scripture tells us that judgment must begin with the house of God. You remember in the historical account of Jonah. Recall that a violent storm sent by God threatened the ship that Jonah took to Tarshish.  Remember that God did not send the storm upon that ship because the pagans on board were acting like pagans. He did not send His judgment because the unbelievers were worshipping idols. No, He sent His judgment on that ship because the one believer on board was disobedient.  

The call of God upon His church is to walk in purity and faithfulness and obedience. In this way we bring glory to God and we influence our culture toward righteousness. Today, we receive encouragement from Jesus’ words to one such faithful church. Jesus’ message to this faithful church is, “Hold on. Persevere in your faithfulness to Me. I am setting before you an open door. Use it to proclaim my name and to offer hope to your community. Hold on to your faith.”

Jesus’ typical pattern in His messages to the seven churches is to first give a word of commendation, then a word of correction and finally a word of counsel, but for Philadelphia, there is no word of correction. This is a message of unbridled commendation.
We will begin with Jesus’ word of commendation in 3:7:

“To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.” 

The city of Philadelphia, in Asia Minor, is a relatively young city in the first century. In 17 AD she was almost completely demolished by a massive earthquake, but by the time of John’s writing in 90 AD she had been rebuilt.  

Jesus introduces Himself to the church here with three descriptions of His person. First, “These are the words of him who is holy.”  Literally, it means, “The one who is holy says this. . .” In calling Himself “holy” Jesus is claiming be God, for Jesus assumes the title that God gave Himself. In the Old Testament God uses this phrase repeatedly to describe Himself.  For instance, in Isaiah 43:3, we read:
“For I am the Lord your God, The Holy One of Israel, your Savior...” 

We must understand that when Jesus uses this term to describe Himself, He is consciously and unequivocally claiming to be God, fully God; undiminished in power, sovereign in authority, absolute in might, complete in wisdom, full of goodness, perfect in righteousness and pure in loving kindness. Jesus is the Holy One! And only God is Holy.  

Jesus did not assign this title to Himself flippantly and we do not either when we call Him “holy”. No, we Christians reserve this name only for Him who is worthy of it. Remember, in John 6, Jesus had spoken some hard words that had caused people to get upset and they began to leave Jesus and stopped following Him. Jesus turns to His twelve disciples and says in Verses 66 through 69:

66 From this time many of his disciples turned back and no longer followed him. 

67 “You do not want to leave too, do you?” Jesus asked the Twelve.
68 Simon Peter answered him, “Lord, to whom shall we go? You have the words of eternal life. 69 We believe and know that you are the Holy One of God.”

That is the faith and the essence of the Christian: “We believe you are the Holy One of God.” 

Not long ago I watched a video of a leader of the emergent church named Rob Bell who was participating on a panel with other world religious leaders. The Dalai Lama and Bishop Desmond Tutu were among the other panelists. In the course of the discussion, this evangelical leader leaned over and looked at the Dalai Lama and said, “As His holiness said earlier . . .” I cried out inwardly, “No, he did not just refer to the Dalai Lama as His Holiness.” I rewound the tape to make certain, and indeed that is what this evangelical leader did. Friends, this is a title, The Holy One, is reserved for God alone and to apply it to anyone else dishonors the name of the One who bought us. Being polite is no excuse for blasphemy. We must love our Lord Jesus more and the approval of the world less. Jesus is the Holy One and don’t you love Him for that?
Secondly, Jesus says, “These are the words of Him who is holy and true.”
“True” denotes that which is “genuine, authentic and real.” Jesus is claiming that He is no counterfeit, no copy, but that he is the original, genuine Lord. In Asia Minor there were hundreds of false gods and goddesses that were acknowledged by the people and worshipped, but Jesus said that He was not a member of that group. He stands before all churches as the 100% authentic and genuine Messiah, Savior, and God.

Notice the third description that Jesus makes of Himself. This is central to His message to this church. He says I am the One:
“…who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.”

That is a very interesting description and what does He mean by that? The language is borrowed from Isaiah 22:22.  Hezekiah was king and gave honor to Eliakim and to promote him to a position in the kingdom. This is what Hezekiah says:

“I will place on his shoulder the key to the house of David; what he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.” 

This “key” opened the royal treasury of the kingdom, so if someone was in need, Eliakim could open the door and give assistance. If someone was on the government rolls and was performing poorly in their job, Eliakim could shut the door. The key represents absolute control and authority. 
Do not miss the significance of Jesus’ words to this church. Jesus is saying, “I am the One who holds the key to God’s Kingdom. I am the One who holds the key to all the blessings in God’s Kingdom. I open the door to blessings and I shut the door to blessings. When I open a door to bless someone or a church no one can shut it. It does not matter how strong your enemies or the oppositions are, no one can shut the door I open to bless you in your life or to bless you as a church. However, if I shut the door to you as an individual, or to you as a church, it will not matter what anyone tries to do to bless themselves, blessings will not flow. I hold the key.”

Do you wish for God to bless you? If so you must come to God through Jesus. You cannot push the door open by your efforts and good works, not if Jesus shuts the door to you. Jesus alone holds the keys of authority in God’s kingdom. 

In Verse 8, Jesus continues:

“I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name.” 

What is this door that Jesus opens for this church in Philadelphia? There are two blessings this open door represents to a church that is faithful: the first is the blessing of eternal life and the second is the blessing of evangelism and Christian service.

First, Jesus alone possesses the authority to open the door to eternal life of an individual. Remember the testimony of Jesus in Revelation 1:18:
“I am the Living One; I was dead, and behold I am alive for ever and ever! And I hold the keys of death and Hades.” 

Physical death vs. eternal life

Jesus holds the keys of death. What that means is that He holds our eternal life in His hands. When Jesus opens the door to eternal life no one can take our eternal life from us. Nothing can take our eternal life from us. If He closes the door to eternal life then nothing can keep us from loosing eternal life. That is the nature of His authority and what an encouragement it is to know that He holds that key; no one else, and nothing else.     

Isn’t it great to know that our illnesses do not hold the key to death; that it is not our illness that is in charge of the day we die, but it is your Savior, the Lord Jesus, the One who loves us, and who loves us more than we love ourselves, the One who is Sovereign, who is in absolute power, and the One who desires to bring blessings upon us. Isn’t that liberating to consider when we consider the temporality of life and the difficulties we run into? He alone holds the key to death and He alone possesses authority over it.

Secondly, Jesus goes on to say in


“I also hold the key of Hades.” 

Hades is the place assigned by God for those who have broken God’s law are punished for their sin and Jesus has authority over Hades. Satan doesn’t hold the key to Hades. Let us understand what the Scripture teaches, Jesus holds the key to Hades and Jesus would say in John 10: 7 and 9:
7 So Jesus said to them again, “Truly, truly, I say to you, I am the door of the sheep. . .9 “I am the door; if anyone enters through Me, he will be saved, and will go in and out and find pasture.”
. 

Jesus uses the word “saved.” Saved from what? We are saved from God’s righteous response to our sin. If we wish to have our sins forgiven, to know God personally, to have a home in heaven, then Jesus must open the door for us. We cannot open the door of eternal life for ourselves. That door is shut to natural man because of our sin. We need Christ to open it for us. What the Scriptures teach us is that our eternal destiny will be determined by Jesus, and isn’t it wonderful that the One who holds the key gives the invitation.  

Secondly, Jesus possesses authority of open doors for you to proclaim the Gospel through evangelism and Christian service.

Sometimes missionaries speak of closed countries. What they mean is that these countries do not allow missionaries to enter the country. But even if missionaries are barred, Jesus cannot be barred. He works wherever He wills and He wills to have people who worship Him in every nation.  

For instance, Iran would be one of those closed countries. They do not welcome missionaries in Iran today, yet reports are coming out of that nation that today there are as many as 1,000,000 Christian converts living in Iran. The church is growing. Erwin Lutzer recently commented on these new converts in Iran. He spoke of how many of them begin to consider Christ as the result of dreams and visions. It is not unusual for a Muslim to have a vision of a man whom they believe is Jesus calling out to them. Now these dreams and visions do not convert anyone, they only point people to Jesus. Christ, then, brings His word in some way to the person so that the Word of God can have its right affect. In the Scriptures we find that God brings conversion not apart from His Word but through His Word. That is why we read in I Peter 1:23:

For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God.

Jesus cannot be shut out from places that He wishes to go. China tried that but the church in China is probably the strongest church in the whole world in numbers and in depth.  Jesus will get His saving message to His elect people wherever they may be. Such is the sovereign mercy and grace of our Lord. Don’t you want to bow before and worship Him for His loving grace?

Sometimes those who are zealous to witness to friends and family ask the question:  “How do I begin conversations for sharing the Gospel?” Here is the issue: if a door is shut to you, you will not be able to open it, but Jesus can because He holds the key. First, pray. Pray for God to open doors that are shut. Jesus holds the key to your friend’s heart.  Why would we not petition Him daily for their salvation and for our part in it? This is the reason why Paul would say in Colossians 4:3,

And pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ, for which I am in chains. 

Paul is in a jail cell and he is not grumbling, “Oh, if only I would be set free!” How many opportunities did Paul have to share the Gospel in prison? Doors seemed to be shut, literally, in his ability to minister and to serve Christ. That is why he recognizes those prison doors that hemmed him in did not keep Christ from opening doors for him. Paul says, “Pray because even in this prison cell God will open up doors of opportunity.” 

God loves to do miracles. There is no heart that is shut so tight that Jesus is not able to open up the door of that heart. We pray for our friends and family and we diligently work to bring the Word of God to them knowing that Jesus is the authority to redeem. 

Just because God opens a door does not mean we always take advantage of the doors that God opens to us. This church in Philadelphia was faithful to walk through doors that God had opened for them, but often times we find it difficult to walk through those doors because if we do, we believe there will be a huge commitment and we have a lot of things going on in our lives and if we walk through that door we could be entering unknown territory that may be scary and frightening. But, we must understand that when Jesus opens doors for us, he does so to bless us so that we might be a part of His Kingdom work and part of the Gospel in transforming lives and so that we might be a part of bringing praise to the glory of His name. We must commit ourselves to walk through the doors of evangelism and service that God opens for us.

In the last part of Verse 8, we read:

“I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name.” 

“Little strength” – I believe Jesus is referring to the physical size and nature of this church; it is a small congregation not made up of the mighty and noble and wealthy of this world. None the less, He says that “even though you are small in numbers and you are not made up of the influential and the movers and shakers of this world, you have kept my Word and you have not denies my name. You continue to obey Me and worship Me and I want you to know that I delight to use weak things.”

That is the message of the Gospel – God loves to use weak things.    

Paul says, “I will boast all the more gladly about my weaknesses so that Christ’s power might rest on me.”

This teaches us a lot about a church and the life of a church. Big churches are not better than small churches. It is not wrong to be a big church, but it is not less to be a small church. Jesus doesn’t seem to be that interested in evaluating churches on that measure. He evaluates churches not on their size, not on who is in attendance – whether they are important or not important. He evaluates churches on this, “That you obeyed me and will you worship me because if you will I will bless you and I will use you for the sake of my name in miraculous ways.”  That is where a church, whether big or small, must always have its heart set.

Today, the evangelical church is so enamored with church growth for growth’s sake, but that is not Jesus’ first interest.  His first interest is toward obedience “you have kept my Word” and toward worship “You have not denied my name.”  

The word of counsel appears in verse 11, when He says:  

“I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown.”
Notice how Jesus points to the future reward. Yes, it is good to think about the present and to give praise for the past, but there is a future aspect of the Christian life, and the life of the church, that we must not miss. It is the focus of the New Testament and of the Old Testament – getting us to look forward to the joy that is future because all the joys of God’s blessings are not here and now. Most of them are of another time that we do not see and experience right now. That is the nature of faith; we believe that God exists and He rewards those in the future who seek Him. The great guarantee of the blessing of our future is the coming of our Lord, Jesus Christ in victory.

Jesus encourages this church to hold on so that no one will take her crown. He says, “You are fighting the good fight of the faith. Persevere. Do not quit now. I know that you will feel like giving in to the temptations and to the persecution, but do not give up!! Hold on!!  Keep the crown that you have already won in your faithfulness to the King.” 
When we receive this crown, when we have been faithful throughout this life, we will look back on any bit of difficulty and remember that it was a momentary trouble compared to the surpassing now of knowing Jesus as Lord and receiving His blessing from Him. 

II John 1:8, says,

Watch out that you do not lose what you have worked for, but that you may be rewarded fully. 

Do you ever feel like giving up the fight? The struggle seems so long and difficult. You wonder whether it is really worth it, and Satan whispers in your ear that, “It is not worth it to remain loyal to the Lordship of Jesus.” Jesus promises that the joy of the future with Him is worth the difficulty of the fight in the present and He encourages us to hold on to Him and remain faithful with three promises.

First, Jesus will make His enemies acknowledge that God loves us, as in Verse 9:
“I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars--I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you.”
Who are these people? Basically, they are Jewish people, led by Jewish leaders, who have decided against Christ. They say that they are the true representatives of God and as representatives they must persecute the church, and remember Paul would have been among this group, and they believe that this is a Godly, right thing to do because God is on their side and they must persecute, imprison, afflict, and kill those who follow Jesus. Notice what happens to them. Jesus says,

“…I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you.”
These were unbelievers who were pointing at the church and saying, “God has cursed you. God is going to damn you.” He says that the people who are weighing so heavily against the church, will one day admit that God loved them and God had mightily blessed them. 

Secondly, in Verse 10, Jesus says that He will keep us from the hour of the Great Tribulation.

“Since you have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth.”
I believe that the Bible teaches that the church will be raptured or taken up to meet Christ in the air before the day of the Great Tribulation, the time of Jacob’s trouble. Chapters six through eighteen speak about this day, and here the church at Philadelphia, and all the churches, will be kept from this hour of trial. 
Now I know that many do not see this verse as referencing the Great Tribulation which is to come, but notice the language Jesus uses: the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth. Observe that the hour of this trial is future; it is going to come.
Secondly, this time of trial is limited; it is an hour. It is not the general persecution of the church but it is a specific, limited time of trial. 

Third, it is purposeful; it is to test those who live on the earth and that purpose related to mainly unbelievers. “Those who live on the earth” relate to the inhabitants of the earth, generally, not the people of God. 
Fourth, and most importantly, it is universal. It is going to come upon the whole world, not just a narrow part.

Notice further that Jesus promises that he will keep this church literally from the hour of trial and not through the hour of trial. I am surprised at how hostile some Christians are to this teaching. I do not know why this raises such hostility in some other Christians, but I do think that none who participate in that day will be upset at all. Jesus is saying, “Persevere.  The enemy is not in control of the persecution coming against you.  I am in charge.”

The last promise that Jesus makes is: I will make you a pillar in my temple of my God, Verse 12.
“Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it. I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on him my new name.”
In this culture they would take a pillar to honor someone and they would inscribe that person’s name to honor him. In heaven, there are no physical pillars, but the redeemed are the pillars and testimonies of God’s saving grace. Jesus says, “If you remain faithful, I will write on you the name of my God…” What that means is Jesus is going to shape us so that we are like God in purity, love, and righteousness. The process of sanctification that we are experiencing right now will one day be complete. We will no longer have a problem with sin. 
Secondly, He says, “I am going to write on you the name of the city of my God…” We will have a stamp placed upon us so that our citizenship will never be in doubt.” Our being in Heaven might make us feel uncomfortable because we may feel as though we don’t deserve to be there and we may say, “I certainly didn’t deserve the merit of this place of absolute perfection and righteousness and holiness.” This new name again seems to be a name of deep personal relationship and intimacy that each person uniquely shares with the Lord Jesus.  It is a name that calls attention to the joy of our lasting fellowship with our God. What a great reward!!

Finally, He says, and this is the most precious of all, “I will write on him my new name.” Earlier we talked about God giving us a name that no one knew but ourselves and this is a reference to that. The name we receive is a name of intimacy and personal relationship. It is unique to each person. It is indicating that while God is the Savior of the church, He is the Savior of individuals and He relates to us individually. This is a name that connects us to God in delightful, joyful, and intimate relationship. 

Here are two applications for each of us to consider.
First, take advantage of the open doors that God gives you, both personally and corporately. The time and fruitfulness of our service is controlled by Christ, but we are responsible to walk through the doors that He opens. There will always be reasons that we can give as to why we do not walk through the door that Christ opens for us, but we must remember that those are excuses and not reasons. We get tired and busy and discouraged. We wonder whether we can give to such an extravagant amount. But friends, let us remember the Lordship of Jesus. When He opens a door for us, He does so because He has a great plan to bring us great joy through it. When I think of Bethany I think of all the ways that God has opened doors for us; some of those we have been obedient as a church to walk through. I think of our passion to send out missionaries to other countries as God opens doors and calls His own: the Beakleys, Ausfahls, Barb Becker, and soon the Emmerts and Shannon Horn. I think of the open doors to our college campuses in our communities and the work of the Wilmoths. I think of the open door to the Asian community and our English as a Second Language classes. 
I think of the open door to the Children’s Home which is a secular organization for troubled children. How did that door open so we could minister to them and share the Gospel with them? We could not open that door. Jesus can and Jesus did, and our gym was full of kids in need of the love of Christ as some of our people served them a Thanksgiving meal. 
I think of the open door to inner city families through the Garfield School club. This is a public school and how does a church get into a public school to share the Gospel? We could not open that door but Jesus can and Jesus did. 

I think of the open door in Bartonville that God revealed to us six years ago, and the open door in Washington.  
I think of the open door to greater ministry that has led us to build another building in order to do what God directs us to do. When Jesus Christ opens up a door, let’s walk through it, and not hesitate, because an open door is a blessing to us as a church and to us as a people. 

The last word of application is that Jesus alone determines where we will spend an eternity. He alone holds the keys to eternal life. He alone holds the keys to God’s kingdom. It is true for me and true for you, so if you desire to know God, if you desire to experience the joy of living with God forever and ever, you must come to Jesus Christ. He, alone, can open that door for you and you must submit yourself to Him.
The great news is He invites you to come to Him. He doesn’t cast out anyone because of what they have done so far with their life. He invites you, “Come, and if you come and you submit your life to Me, I will open the door. And, if you seek for me with all your heart, I will open the door. If you believe in Me, and repent of your sins, this is my promise to you.”

Do you know God? Do you have eternal life? Jesus alone can open the door, but do not think, “Someday, in the future, I will open the door for myself,” because you cannot. You must come to Jesus Christ. He alone can save.

