Letters to the Seven Churches 6 – Philadelphia

“The Faithful Church with a Wide Open Door before it!”

(Revelation 3:7-13)

Introduction

Let’s do a quick re-cap on the churches we’ve looked at so far in this series:

Ephesus – had lost their first love – their love for the Lord was growing cold.

Smyrna – was about to face persecution – they were going to be tested.

Pergamum – had allowed false doctrine to creep in, now their persecution had past.

Thyatira – following on the heels of false doctrine often comes lower moral standards. Thyatira was tolerating immorality among its members.

Sardis – was living on its past reputation for being alive, but it was lifeless and about to die. Sardis was a dead church. An example to avoid!

But Philadelphia is an example to follow! - it was a Church that was very much alive!

It was a living, faithful, outreaching church, even though it was very small. 

The Lord had no complaints about this church – just encouragement.

1. What do we know about the City of Philadelphia? 

The name Philadelphia means loyalty or brotherly love. The town was named after Attalus II, whose nick-name was Philadelphus, because of the great loyalty he had shown to Eumenes, King of Pergamum, who had built the town in the Second Century BC. The Philadelphian Church was to live up to its name in the loyalty they showed to Christ and to the cause of His Gospel.

Philadelphia was also known as “The Gateway to the East” because it was built at the junction of main roads that led to Mysia, Lydia and Phrygia – (all regions of Modern Turkey). As such it was a very strategic centre, and Attalus, its founder intended it to be a strategic centre of missionary activity for the Greek pagan religion. But Jesus Christ saw the city as an ideal centre for missionary activity for the true Gospel – that’s why He set before them an “open door” of opportunity, that no man could shut (v.8).

There was also a lot of volcanic activity in the area around Philadelphia. It had been destroyed by an earthquake in 17 BC, and the Roman Emperor had given a lot of financial assistance to get it back on its feet. As a result the city was renamed “Neocaesarea” for a while. Later still it was also renamed “Flavia” under the Emperor Vespasian. The promises of v.12 are seen in a new light when you know these facts about the city. Permanent pillars. Never again to have to leave it. The new names given to the faithful over-comers.

2. What do we know about the Church in Philadelphia? (v.8)

According to v.8 the church seems to have been very small. Of little strength. Few in numbers. But it was a faithful church. Faithful to God’s Word, and faithful in up-holding the Name of Christ. You see it’s not big churches that God is looking for – it’s faithful churches. It seems from v.8 they had just come through recent persecution, but they had not given in to coercion to deny Christ as their Lord and Saviour. 
Because they had proved faithful even in persecution, God was now going to give them a great Door of Opportunity, and ask them to be faithful again in stepping through it and going on to spread the Gospel.

Mullaghmeen was only a small church of 19 members when they allowed me to step out and try to see a church planted in Cavan, and this was a passage that was very real to me at that time, some 10 years ago. But by many standards Cavan is still a small church today with 28 members, and yet I believe that God is once again about to set 

before us a door of opportunity that he wants us to step through to see more churches planted for Him. 

For example, in the very near future we hope to have Tim Coyle and his wife Barbara come to work with us to reach out to the Granard and Edegeworthstown area with the Gospel, to try to see a church established half-way between Cavan and Athlone. Tim is originally from Finea on the Cavan-Longford-Westmeath border, and he went to school in Granard. The Lord took him to America, there he saved him, and trained him for Christian ministry and now he’s pastoring a small church in England. But he’s hoping to come back to this area to work for the Lord in coming days. I’m just amazed at how God works, because before I ever even got to Mullaghmeen God had given me a vision to see a line of Evangelical Churches planted from Enniskillen to Athlone. And all that’s written down in my diary back in 1989. Well we’ve seen Mullaghmeen established, and now Cavan established, and now the Lord has provided someone else to come in and see that vision fulfilled in the area between here and Athlone. God has been setting before us doors of opportunity all along the way, and now He’s going to do it again! The question is, after all we’ve been through, do we still have the heart to go through this new door all over again? Jesus says to us in Cavan this morning (v.8):


“See, I have placed before you an open door that no-one can shut!”

He’s asking us once again to be faithful to Him, and step through it with the Gospel!

3. Notice how Jesus refers to Himself in this letter (v.7)

“These are the words of Him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David.”

He emphasises 3 things – His holiness, His truthfulness and His authority.

(i) His Holiness – As God, Jesus is holy and sinless. If we are to get right with God, we have to be made holy. Our sins need dealt with, if we are to get right with God.

(ii) His Truth – But Jesus is also the Truth. He has told us the truth about how we can get right with God. John 14:6 – 

“I am the way, the truth and the life, no-one comes to the Father, except through Me”

He is the only true way to God, in contrast to the many false ways that man-made religion has set up. (Acts 4:12) “Neither is there salvation in any other…”

(iii) His Authority – He says that he holds the key of David, but he goes on to say:


“What he opens no-one can shut, and what he shuts no-one can open.”

This fulfils Isaiah 22:22. Also in Revelation 1:18 we’re told that Jesus, 


“holds the keys of death and Hades.”

So Jesus is the only one who has the authority to open the door of the Kingdom of Heaven and let us in. But if He shuts that door and doesn’t let us in, then no man, no church, no priest, not even Mary herself, and no religious observances will ever get us into Heaven. If we want to get into Heaven, we must, we can only, come direct to Jesus and ask Him to save us and let us in to His Kingdom. As the hymn writer says,


“There was no other good enough, to pay the price of sin,


He only could unlock the gate of Heaven and let us in.”

Compare that with Matthew ch.28:18-20, where Jesus said,


“All authority, in heaven and on earth, has been given to me,


Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptising them 


in the name of the Father, and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 


and teaching them to obey everything I have commanded you. 


And surely I am with you always, to the very end of the age.”

It’s because of His holiness and His truth and His authority that He has called us to take this Gospel through this wide open door of opportunity and trust Him to bless it.

4. So what exactly did Jesus say to this church? 

He said three things, that are as simple as one, two, three to remember:

1. He gave them ONE tremendous Opportunity (v.8)

This passage was given to us just over 10 years ago at the beginning of this Church.

The Lord was saying that the region around Philadelphia was now wide open for the Gospel. It hadn’t always been like that – See Acts 16:6-10. It was one closed door after another then – Mysia, Lydia and Phrygia. But now Jesus was going to leave the door wide open. It was now up to them to step through that door and do something about it. Paul often prayed for an open-door for the Gospel (eg Colossians 4:3), and sometimes he got the open-doors (eg 2 Corinthians 2:12, 1 Corinthians 16:9). But with each open door of opportunity there always comes the obstacles too! They faced...

2. TWO considerable Obstacles (v.8,9)

- Their size and their opponents.

Their size (v.8b) - They were small in number. Surely they had enough to be getting on with in the church in Philadelphia itself, without getting involved in anything else!? They could have been inward looking, looking after the flock, and ignoring all the lost people in the world outside and in the regions around them. But look what Jesus said:


“I know that you have little strength”

Jesus knew all about their size, and their lack of numerical strength, but he still chose them to expand as a church and to reach out into the area around them. He hadn’t made any mistake. But what were they against so many? 

Well what about Gideon (OT)? He started off with 32,000 men to march out and fight the Lord’s battles with Israel against the enemy. But God said no, and whittled his army down to just 300 men, and they won the victory with the Lord’s help that day!

What about David? – he was the youngest of Jesse’s family, just a shepherd boy, but it was little David that God used to fight and defeat the giant, Goliath. 

And what about 2 Corinthians 12:9-10? Do you really believe it? God delights to use the small things in this world to confound the mighty. It’s not big churches God so often uses – it’s little faithful ones, as long as they’ve got a big heart! 

See 1 Corinthians 1:26-31.

Their Opponents – This was their second major obstacle. The other religious people of the town. “Those who claimed to be Jews, but in reality were not.” (otherwise they would have trusted in Jesus and accepted Him as their Messiah and Saviour). Jesus calls them “liars” and “a synagogue of Satan”. To Jesus it doesn’t matter how religious people are, if they don’t trust in Him alone for salvation then they don’t belong to God, and if they don’t belong to God (we’ve seen this before in 1 John) they belong to Satan. But Jesus says that these religious opponents would one day realise that God was with this little church in their town, that God had set His love upon them, and that God was going to use them for His glory. One day these religious people would acknowledge that.

So would this church seize the Opportunity, or would they just see the Obstacles?

One Tremendous Opportunity, Two Considerable Obstacles (their size and opponents) but what they had going for them was all that they needed. Their Faithfulness to God’s Word and their unashamed Trust in Christ’s Name (v.8c). That’s all they needed. 

Therefore God was going to bless them, and use them to extend His Kingdom. 

So He gave them...

3. THREE Encouraging Promises (v.9-13)

(i) He would deal with their enemies, as we have just seen in v.9.

(ii) He would keep them from through the tribulation that was to come. (v.10).


Was it a time of Roman persecution that was about to come their way,


or was it the Great Tribulation that was to come on the whole earth?

It could be referring more to the Great Tribulation because it was going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth, (i.e. not just in Philadelphia.) 

But was he going to keep them from that Great Tribulation or keep them as they went through that Great Tribulation. That has been the debating point in Pre-Millennialism for the past Century, and I’m not going to settle it here this morning. But either way the Lord promises to keep them, and that’s all that should matter.

(iii) He promises to honour the faithful over-comers (v.12)


In the light of the fact that they had been excluded from the Temple worship by their religious opponents, wasn’t it great to hear Jesus say, “Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God.” They would one day be given access into God’s heavenly Temple – into God’s very presence. And then to hear “Never again will he leave it.” On at least two occasions they had to vacate their town because of earthquakes. Well never again, once they would be welcomed into Heaven they would never have to leave it again. A permanent pillar in a permanent home. And just as their city had been renamed at least twice they would be given a new name and a new city. 


“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.”

You can read all about it in Revelation 21:1-5. You and I can be part of that too, if we Seize the Opportunities, Overcome the Obstacles, and find Comfort in His Promises.
