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Introduction 
We have been looking at the churches in Revelation for at least two reasons.  First, we want to 
understand what the early believers faced as they tried to be light in a dark world.  Two of these 
churches got it right, some were doing moderately well and others got it horribly wrong.  
Second, we want to learn from these churches so that we can be light in a dark world.   
 
In other words, we want learn from the accomplishments and mistakes of these churches.  We 
do this so that we can succeed in the same ways they succeeded, while at the same time try 
not to fail in the same ways they failed.  Therefore, by reading the letters to these churches, and 
by seeing what Christ condemns as well as what he praises; we begin to realise what God’s 
church is supposed to look like and how it should operate in the world. 
 
However, simply understanding and learning from these churches will never make us a perfect 
church.  To think that we can become perfect just by following a few examples is to miss the 
point.  We can only be perfect by being faithful to what God desires for the church, by being 
respectful to what God has designed the church to do and by being obedient to how God 
wants things done.  After all, it is his church and we should treat it accordingly.  Moreover, he’s 
God and we’re not; and the moment we think otherwise is the moment when things start to go 
really bad.   
 

Lessons from Israel 
Let’s consider an OT example.  In Isaiah 22, the people of Jerusalem are celebrating because 
their enemies have run away.  One big problem is that the reason for celebration is misguided: 
the people of Jerusalem think they caused the retreat.  As a result, they begin to think they can 
be self-sufficient.  In other words, they want to rely on their own abilities rather than faithfully trust 
in God.  Moreover, they see their victories as their own work rather than seeing that it is only by 
God’s power that they have victory.   
 
The people are then told that because of their pride and arrogance, God has removed his 
protection from them.  (There’s a scary thought).  Then, God specifically judges a man called, 
Shebna who is basically the governor of Jerusalem (see 22.15-25).  Shebna is judged for not only 
allowing such arrogant pride to exist but also for embodying that arrogant pride.  He has also 
abused his position of authority in order to make a name for himself when he really has no 
grounds to do so.1  Thus, God says this to Shebna (22.19-22): 
 

For I will remove you from your office and you will be ousted from your position.  In that day I 
will summon my servant Eliakim, son of Helkiah.  I will clothe him with your robe and fasten 
your sash on him, and put your authority in his hand.  He will be a father to the [people] of 
Jerusalem and to the house of Judah.  I will place the key of the house of David [around his 
neck], and what he unlocks none may shut, and what he locks none may open. 

 
Whatever else could be said about this text, two things stand out.  First, those who become 
arrogant or conceited and think they can do things on their own—i.e. apart from God—will get 
a rude awakening.  However, those who realise that it is only by God’s power that his will is 
accomplished and faithfully submit to it; God will use those people for his purposes.   
 

                                                   
 1 See B. Childs, Isaiah (Louisville, 2001), 161-62. 
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Second, this Isaiah passage acts like a learning device for later generations.  To someone who is 
beginning to abuse their position of power or authority, I picture someone coming up to them 
and saying, ‘Remember what happened to Shebna—and why—when he abused his position?’  
Or, maybe, ‘You should consider Eliakim and the way he did things—i.e. the way God wanted 
things done—and also consider why he was chosen by God.’   
 
Do with that what you will, but I hope you see the point I’m trying to make.  Let’s move on to our 
topic for this evening.   
 

History of the City 
Near the beginning of the 3rd century AD, the Pergamum Kingdom quickly took over about a 
third of Asia-Minor.  The capital for this Kingdom was conveniently called, Pergamum—a city we 
looked at before.  Tonight, we are going to look at the city of Philadelphia, which is located c. 
80 miles southeast of the capital.   
 
Philadelphia was built somewhere between 159-139 BC by the Pergamum king, Attalus II.  Now, 
Attalus had the nickname, ‘Philadelphus’, which basically means, ‘one who loves his brother’.  
The story is that he got this name because he was extremely faithful and loyal to his older 
brother, Eumenes.  Because Attalus built the city, he felt entitled to name it after himself—or, at 
least after his nickname.   
 
Philadelphia was known for being a city of culture and education.  In fact, the city was referred 
to as ‘Little Athens’ because of its reputation for spreading Greek culture and ideas.  This 
spreading was quite easy given the city’s location: it sat right in the middle of a major trade 
route; thus making it able to exchange commercial goods, as well as politics, philosophy, and 
even religion.   
 
There was one little problem with the city—well, okay; it was a huge problem.  The area around 
the city was called, Katakekaumene, which means, ‘the burnt land.’  It got this name because 
of its frequent volcanic eruptions and massive earthquakes.  One historian, a man called, Strabo 
says the people of Philadelphia lived in constant fear, never knowing when the next earthquake 
would strike.  Reference is also made to an earthquake in 17 ad that rocked the entire area—
levelling at least 12 major cities, all within 30 miles of each other.   
 
On a more cheery note, after this earthquake the Roman emperor Tiberius Caesar personally 
covered the financial cost for rebuilding the city.  As a way of saying ‘thank you’, the 
Philadelphians renamed the city to ‘Neocaesarea’, which basically means, ‘the new city of 
Caesar.’  However, the name would ultimately change back to ‘Philadelphia’ during the time of 
the pyromaniac Nero.   
 
Later, somewhere between 186-217 AD, the city would receive the title, ‘TEMPLE WARDEN’ mainly 
because it played a crucial role in spreading the Imperial cult of the Roman Empire.  While this 
title is given well after the time when John wrote Revelation, it gives us an idea of how the 
Romans initially perceived the city locally; the title simply announced things globally.   
 
With the city being known for pagan worship, we would be safe in saying that the Christians of 
Philadelphia were criticised for their faith.  This type of ‘external’ persecution is to be expected.  
However, the city also had a Jewish synagogue, and it seems that some of the Jews were 
creating problems for the Christians.  The Christian writer, Ignatius wrote to the Philadelphians c. 
107 AD, and for much the same reason as John: to encourage the Christians to remain faithful in 
the face of persecution, especially from the Jews. 
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We need to remember that Christianity is Jewish in origin.  Christianity was not some random 
organisation that set up shop right next to Jewish synagogues just for spite.  Early Christianity was 
partly made up of Jews who believed Jesus to be God’s true Messiah and Saviour of the world.  
Therefore, Jewish persecution of Christians in Philadelphia would not be seen as some ‘external’ 
religious group wanting to make a show of the Christians.  Instead, this persecution was seen as 
coming from their own people; and we all know that criticism from those closest to us is far more 
potent that criticism from complete strangers.   
 

Beginning of the Letter  
One final bit and then we’ll move on.  The letter to the Philadelphians is slightly unique in one 
way and majorly unique in another.  The slightly unique thing is that unlike the other letters, the 
Philadelphians are never criticised or corrected by Jesus for any wrongdoing.  
 
The majorly unique thing is that the letter does not use descriptions for Jesus as found in chapter 
one.  In the other letters, each one begins with a particular image of Jesus taken from 1.13-16; 
but the letter to the Philadelphians does not do this.  Instead, something absolutely fascinating 
happens and it is certainly worth our time and attention.   
 

[READ REVELATION 3.7-13] 
 
Some people say that John uses different images for Jesus in this passage because he already 
exhausted the list in chapter one.1  This explanation is not only too easy; it also misses something 
really important.  In each letter, John refers to Jesus in a particular way for a particular reason; 
and, usually, how John refers to Jesus relates specifically to what is said in the letter.  The letter to 
Philadelphia is no different.   
 
Here, Jesus is called ‘holy’ and ‘true’, which are titles normally attributed to God;2 so John must 
be saying something rather important about Jesus.  (We’ll come back to that).  Jesus is also said 
to be the one who ‘has the key of David’ as well as the one who is able to open and shut doors.  
Specifically, if Jesus opens it, no one can close it; and if he closes it, no one can open it.  I really 
hope you see what’s going on with this description of Jesus.   
 
The reference to ‘the key of David’ and the deal with opening and closing doors goes right 
back to what we saw in Isaiah 22.  In the Isaiah passage, these references were used for God’s 
appointment of Eliakim as the governor of Jerusalem.  Interestingly, in Isaiah 22, the underlying 
reason for Eliakim being chosen was because of his faithfulness.  Jesus, throughout the book of 
Revelation, is basically described as being the definition of faithfulness.   
 
I believe that John is describing Jesus to the Philadelphians in a way that calls attention to Isaiah 
22.  I think he’s doing this because he wants to remind them of their need for faithful endurance 
even though they are flourishing in the face of persecution.  Remember, the people in Isaiah 22 
avoided destruction and death, and they began to think they could sort things out on their 
own—they saw themselves as self-sufficient.  John wants to encourage the Philadelphians not to 
fall into the same trap.  He wants to show them that it is only by what God has done and 
continues to do in Christ that they are flourishing.   
 

One of the biggest temptations for us today is the desire to go at life alone, or to think we 
can do things by our own power and abilities.  This is all the more tempting given the modern 
encouragement to be individuals and to get everything we can for ourselves.  I have seen 

                                                   
 1 See e.g. M.E. Boring, Revelation (Louisville, 1989), 88; R. Mounce, Revelation (Grand Rapids, 1998), 99. 
 2 See Isaiah 1.4; 5.9; 40.25; Habakkuk 3.3; cf. Revelation 6.10.   
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Christians who give in to this temptation but try to cover it up by saying, ‘God has 
empowered me to do this,’ or ‘God has told me to do that’; when in fact, it’s really just 
about what they want and not what God wants.   
 
We need to be honest with what we desire and with what we do for God.  If it’s really about 
us, then we need to own up to, repent and start doing things God’s way.  There also needs 
to be a deep level of discernment when it comes to doing the will of God.  Doing God’s will 
means doing things in his way and respecting his schedule.  This means we cannot force his 
hand, and this definitely means we cannot use his name when doing things that are 
ultimately our selfish desires. 
 
My brother, who is a minister in Atlanta GA, recently did a four-part sermon on the 
commandment that says, ‘Do not take the LORD’s name in vain’ (Exodus 20.7).  One of his key 
points was that many people think this commandment means, don’t use God’s name in 
profanity.  However, in relation to the other commandments, the issue here is more about 
how we use God’s name in relation to what we do and say to other people.   
 
For example: if we promise by God to do something and yet do not do it, the problem is not 
our failure; instead the problem is that our failure disrespects the name of God.  Another 
example: people will often say, ‘I firmly believe that God will come through for you; I 
promise’, or they will say, ‘I truly believe that God is telling you to do this.’  But what happens 
when God doesn’t come through in the way we want?  What happens if we believe the 
person, do what they say God has said to do, and everything falls apart?  The result of this is 
that God’s name becomes associated with broken promises, and that is an association that 
should never be made.  God never breaks promises.   
 

Middle of the Letter 
After the description of Jesus, we get into the meat of the letter.  Here we see four great works of 
Jesus.  The first one deals with what Jesus has done for the Philadelphians and that is: he has ‘put 
before [them] an open door which no one can shut’ (3.8).  This could mean that Jesus has given 
the Philadelphians opportunities to spread the Gospel in their city and the world.  After all, Paul 
uses the same imagery to describe his missionary efforts.   
 
The ‘open door’ could also mean acceptance in the face of rejection or persecution.  Because 
some of the Jews were persecuting Christians, and because Christianity is Jewish in origin; it 
could be that the Christians were ousted from the synagogue and the door slammed in their 
face.  This would be a backhanded way of saying, ‘You’re no longer a part of the true people of 
God.’  However, the ‘open door’ that Jesus gives to the Philadelphians could be God’s way of 
saying, ‘You’re most certainly my people and welcome in my house.’   
 
I think something bigger is going on with this image.  I see the ‘open door’ as access to God’s 
perspective of the world.  This is different from what we saw in Isaiah 22.  In Isaiah, the people in 
Jerusalem did not see that it was God’s work and power that caused their enemies to turn and 
run.  Had they seen this—i.e. had they seen things from God’s perspective—then they might not 
have fallen into the trap of pride and arrogance and seen themselves as self-sufficient.   
 
In Revelation, the Philadelphians are able to see who’s really fighting their battles.  They are able 
to see the world for what it truly is.  They are able to see that their enemies are already 
defeated, even though their experiences say otherwise.  They are able to see that God has not 
abandoned them at any point, despite what their experiences might suggest.  Moreover, by 
seeing things from God’s perspective, they are able to remain faithful in difficult times; and this 
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perspective should also prevent them from becoming prideful or arrogant.  They know that it is 
God alone who is supreme and he alone is all they need.   
 
The final three works of Jesus are about what he will do for the Philadelphians.  First, he will cause 
the synagogue of Satan to come and bow down before them (3.9).  This is really a reward for 
the Philadelphians because of their faithful allegiance to God in difficult times.  Most importantly, 
this will happen because Christ causes it to happen; it will not happen because of some power 
or work of the Philadelphians.  If they ever think otherwise, then they would be no different than 
the people in Isaiah 22, especially Shebna.   
 
Like the church in Smyrna, ‘the synagogue of Satan’ refers to those who claim to be Jews but 
are not—i.e. they are liars.  These people only claim to be faithful to God when in reality they are 
only in it for themselves.  Moreover, these people use God’s name to justify their selfish desires, or 
they attach his name to what they do in order to seem holy, faithful or committed to God’s will.  
About these people, Jesus says this (7.15, 22-23): 
 

Beware of the false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly are 
ravenous wolves. . . . Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord’ will enter the kingdom of 
heaven, but he who does the will of my Father who is in heaven will enter.  Many will say to 
me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name cast out 
demons, and in your name perform many works of power?’  And then I will declare to them, 
‘I never knew you; depart from me, you who practice lawlessness.’  

 
Let’s chase a rabbit for a moment.  Jesus’ words are not limited to some time in the distant 
past.  His words ring absolutely true in the modern world, especially the modern church.  
There have been, are and will continue to be people who prophesy (or teach) things in 
God’s name that are simply not true.  There have been, are and will continue to be people 
who claim to have done wonderful acts of power in Jesus’ name when, in reality, they have 
not or the means by which they do them are not of God.   
 
The letter of Jude tells us that these sorts of people will weasel their way into the church 
unnoticed, and will then appear to be God’s prophet when, in reality, they are nothing but 
pure evil (Jude 4).  This might be why the letter of 1 John instructs Christians to ‘not believe 
every spirit, but [to] test the spirits to see whether they are from God, because many false 
prophets have gone out into the world’ (4.1).   
 
This need for testing stems from Jesus’ claim that such false prophets will be so convincing in 
what they do and say that they will even persuade those who belong to God (Matthew 
24.24).  This takes us back to the need for discernment, but from a slightly different angle.  
Before, it was about discerning what we do and say for God.  Here, it is about discerning 
what others are doing and saying in God’s name.  Therefore, it is the responsibility of the 
body of believers to discern the claims and deeds done in the name of Christ, because not 
all of them are legitimate.   

 
The second thing that Jesus promises to do is protect them in what he calls, ‘the hour of testing 
that is about to come upon the whole earth, to test those who dwell on the earth’ (3.10).  
Throughout Revelation, the idea of safety during affliction is mentioned in various ways: in 
chapter 7, it is ‘sealing’; in chapter 11, it is ‘measuring’ (which seems a bit odd); and in chapter 
12, it is illustrated as ‘nourishment and protection in the wilderness’.1  All of them make the same 

                                                   
 1 Taken from G.K. Beale, Revelation (Grand Rapids, 1999), 289.  
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point: those who belong to Christ have nothing to fear so long as their faith in Christ remains true.  
Paul speaks of this reality of protection in a similar way: 
 

[READ ROMANS 8.37-39] 
 
Skipping verse 11 and avoiding verse 13 for the moment, the final thing that Jesus promises has 
two parts.  For those who are faithful and overcome, Jesus promises first to make them into pillars 
and second to give them a new name when the new city of God comes.  To us, being made 
into a pillar and getting a new name might not sound all that exciting; but to Jewish believers in 
Jesus living in Philadelphia, this would have been a huge honour and I’ll show you why.   
 
Back in Isaiah 22, near the end of the chapter, Eliakim is described as a peg that will be driven 
firmly into a wall.  Then it says: on this peg will be hung ‘all the glory of his father’s house, offspring 
and descendents’ (22.24).  However, Isaiah says that this peg will give way and everything 
hanging on it will fall to the ground.  Basically, the image of Eliakim as a peg in a wall refers to 
something that is temporary. 
 
In Revelation, those who are faithful and overcome will be made into a pillar in God’s holy 
temple, which is far greater than being a simple peg in a wall.  I halfway wonder if this pillar 
imagery is a contrast with the pagan city of Philadelphia.  Remember, the city was given the title 
of ‘Temple Warden’ because of its faithful allegiance to the Imperial Cult.  Here, Christ is making 
his followers into pillars for God’s holy temple because of their faithful allegiance to him.  Either 
way, the image is about something that is permanent or eternal. 
 
Also, if you think back to the history of Philadelphia, it changed its name to Neocaesarea when 
the emperor Tiberius floated the bill for reconstruction.  The renaming was something done by 
the people in order to honour Tiberius.  However, the name-change didn’t last very long; so we 
are once again dealing with something that is temporary. 
 
In Revelation 3.12, it is Jesus who supplies the new name to the faithful, and he gives them a 
name that is meant to honour God.  This makes perfect sense seeing that it was God alone who 
floated the bill for spiritually reconstructing the lives of the faithful.  Moreover, since it is Jesus who 
is giving the name, and the name he gives is not subject to change; we are again dealing with 
something that is permanent or eternal. 
 

One point of application here would be our need to recognise how we live in this life.  Are 
we living like the original inhabitants of Philadelphia—afraid and uncertain of when the next 
disaster is going to strike?  Or are we living like the faithful in Philadelphia—those resting 
secure and confident on the unshakeable foundation of God?  Here, I’m obviously thinking 
of Jesus’ parable of the wise and foolish builders.   
 
Related to this would be the question: are we living to honour ourselves or those around us 
because we honestly think that either we or they are worthy of honour?  Or, are we living life 
in a way that is faithful, respectful and obedient to God, because he alone is supreme and 
worthy of the highest honour? 
 
Another point of application here would be our need to recognise what truly matters in life.  
Are we constantly committing ourselves to things that are ultimately meaningless, or are we 
passionately seeking after things that are truly meaningful?  To say it differently: are we only 
concerned with things that are temporary, or do we desire things that are permanent or 
eternal?  Here, I’m thinking of Paul’s teaching in 2 Cor 5. 
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End of the Letter 
We are nearly done; we just need to deal with two more verses.  (This takes us to the verse I 
skipped and the one I avoided earlier).  We noted earlier that this letter to Philadelphia is unlike 
the others because nothing negative or judgmental is said.  To a point, that is quite true.  
However, the letter does have an implied warning for the believers in Philadelphia,1 and it is 
something we too need to recognise.  
 
In Revelation 3.11, Jesus announces that he is ‘coming quickly’ and then instructs the 
Philadelphians: ‘hold fast [to] what you have, so that no one will take your crown.’  The idea of 
holding fast refers to faithful endurance in difficult times.  We might be safe in saying that it also 
refers to a faithful respect for God and all that he has done in Christ.  Once again, having the 
perspective of God creates this respect and gives us reason to endure faithfully.  We might also 
be safe in saying that the meaning of this verse takes us back to Isaiah 22; I say this because of 
the logic of Revelation 3.11.   
 
The logic of the verse is that the possession of the crown is absolutely dependent upon faithful 
endurance.  When we think about this in relation to Isaiah 22, the implication is quite clear: if the 
Philadelphians do not faithfully endure in times of struggle, or if they think they can endure life’s 
troubles on their own, or they want to make a name for themselves; they will lose their crown, just 
like Shebna lost his place of honour.  The same is true for us. 
 

While we might not like how this lands theologically, there is something far more important to 
notice, and it comes from Jesus’ promise in John 14.  God has provided a way for his faithful 
to endure the struggles of life and to do so with a power that can only come from him.  This 
way and this power is the unending presence of his Spirit in the life of the believer.   
 
It is only by God’s Spirit that we are able to know that we belong to Jesus.  It is only by God’s 
Spirit that we are being made perfect in the sight of God.  It is only by God’s Spirit that we 
can stand firm in the face of the seemingly impossible trials of life.  And it is only by God’s 
Spirit that we have the assurance of being a part of God’s kingdom when it fully comes.  This 
is why Paul often calls the Spirit our ‘guarantee’ or ‘pledge.’   
 
We cannot forget this, and we certainly cannot take this unending presence of God’s Spirit 
for granted.  At the same time, we need to realise that our assurance of this enduring 
presence should not be based on experience.  I have known people who had wonderful 
initial experiences when they first believed only to question their faith later when this initial 
experience either fades or seems to be non-existent. 
 
At the same time, I have known people who have not had what might be called a powerful 
or wonderful initial experience at all.  Because of this, these people honestly believe that 
they are somehow ‘less Christian’ because of it, or at least ‘not as close to God’ as they 
thought they were.   
 
My usual response to them is one of deep concern, because there is no biblical support for 
this conclusion.  I will typically respond to these people by saying: ‘Are you defining your 
relationship with God by certain experiences, or are you letting your relationship with God 
shape your understanding of what you experience?’  Or I might say: ‘Are you more 

                                                   
 1 See I. Boxall, The Revelation of St John (Peabody, 2006), 73-74.   
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concerned about having some experience that is ultimately temporary, or are you more 
concerned with having a relationship with God that is eternal?’  
 
Here’s why I say this: if we allow experiences to define reality—or worse, define the 
legitimacy of our relationship with God—then we will never be certain of that reality or that 
relationship.  This is the case because experiences are based solely on what we see or feel or 
think at the moment; they are not based on what God sees from his eternal perspective all 
the time.  Besides, experiences are hardly ever the same or what we expect, and sometimes 
what truly matters is only found in what we do not expect.   
 
The prophet Elijah is a good example.  He expected God to be in the massive, the powerful 
and the loud—because that was his experience.  However, God showed Elijah that he is also 
in the subtle, the weak and the quite.  The point is this: if God has promised to be with us 
eternally (and he has promised that); we need to have faith in his promise regardless of our 
experience.  That’s what faith is all about.  We need to realise there is no need to seek proof 
for this promise in things that are massive, power, loud and temporary.  Like Elijah, if we only 
seek after those things; we might miss God’s subtle, quiet whispers of assurance that he is 
always with us and will never leave us. 
 

Last verse.  The letter to the Philadelphians ends with the phrase, ‘the one who has an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit says to the churches’ (3.13).  Part of this command deals with being so 
attentive to God that we hear his whispers of assurance or his subtle words of encouragement.  
The other part is that the command to hear is not about simple listening; it’s about faithfully and 
respectfully obeying what is heard.  In Hebrew, there is a single term for this command: Shema.  
We find this kind of thing throughout the OT, especially in the prophetic books where the people 
of God are told to repent and return to the ways of God.  
 
They are being told to surrender their ways and be faithful to what God desires, to respect who 
God is and what he has called them to be in the world and to be obedient to how he wants 
things done in the world.  After all, it’s his world and he’s God and they’re not.  They are being 
told to remember that there is only one who is worthy of the highest honour, and there is only 
one who reigns supreme over all things.  They are being to told to remember their core belief: 
Shema Yisrael, Adonai Elohenu Adonai echad (Hear, O Israel!  The LORD is our God, the LORD is 
one [Deut. 6.4]). 
 
In Revelation, even though the Philadelphian Christians are enduring faithfully in the midst of 
persecution, they must hear the Spirit who tells them that it is God alone who provides 
protection.  It is God alone who fights their battles.  It is God alone who defeats their enemies.  It 
is God alone who secures their victory.  And it is God alone who rewards them with eternity.  
Christ has given the Philadelphians access to God’s perspective so that they can see these very 
things.  Christ has given them the unending presence of Spirit so that they can be assured of all 
that God is doing.  And Christ has promised to return and reward their commitment to him.   
 
But until then, they must faithfully endure, as do we; and they must remember that they are not 
alone and neither are we.  God has promised to never leave or abandon his faithful, and the 
guarantee of this promise is the unending, personal indwelling presence of God’s Holy Spirit, who 
is constantly at work, transforming those who belong to God into the image of Christ.  We must 
put our faith in the promises of God and believe all that he has done and will do in Christi Jesus.  
We must respect who God is and what he has called us to be.  And we must be obedient to 
what he desires for the church and how he wants his will accomplished.  After all, it is his church 
and his world and we should treat both accordingly.  Moreover, he is God and we’re not.   


