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“APOCALYPSE SOON”  

“Philadelphia: The Church with the Open Door” (Revelation 3:7-13) 

The penultimate epistle on this circuit was sent to the church at Philadelphia. Like Smyrna, the 
Lord to this church gives no explicit rebuke. It does not mean that it was sinlessly perfect, but 
that there were no glaring imperfections. Most of us would hope that our local church resembles 
this one. What this letter certainly proves that there was no excuse for the imperfections in the 
other five churches. As only two out of seven were completely faithful, this may be an indication 
of the power of sin in the church throughout church history. MacArthur observes, 

“Two of the seven churches have nothing condemning them in the letter because they 
are the regenerate church. The church at Smyrna; the church at Philadelphia were 
faithful, godly, loyal, effective. And we see these two churches as the models throughout 
all of church history of good, solid, regenerate, faithful churches.” 

The city of Philadelphia, whose name means literally “brotherly love,” was located along 
the Hermus River valley on a hill about 38 miles southeast of Sardis. It sat near the epicenter of 
an earthquake zone, which made it a dangerous place to live. Because of the prevalence of 
earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, the ground around the city was particularly fertile from 
volcanic ash. It was known also for its idolatry and was nicknamed “little Athens” because of the 
abundance of pagan temples.  

Philadelphia was situated at a strategic point of converging trading routes in the Empire 
on the borders of the regions of Mysia, Lydia and Phrygia. As one of the most important trading 
gateways to the East, it was intended to be a model outpost or “open door” through the 
converging trading routes to spread the Greek language and culture to the surrounding regions. 
Any church in this city certainly had a prime opportunity to be a beachhead for the gospel. It 
need not be big numerically if it has the power of a great God to extend its influence.  

(1) THE CORRESPONDENT TO THIS CHURCH (v7) 

In each of the letters, the Saviour reveals something about His character by His introduction of 
Himself. He never introduces Himself by simply using His name. Here Christ introduces 
Himself as, “He that is holy, He that is true, He that hath the key of David, He that openeth, and no man 
shutteth; and shutteth, and no man openeth” (v7). This introduction seems to have distinctly Old 
Testament and Messianic features. This is also significant as clearly there is some Jewish hostility 
to this church. It is not a vision indicating Christ’s judgment but of His power and control over 
the future. 

The ascription of absolute holiness and truth is an indication of Christ’s Deity, “Who shall 
not fear thee, O Lord, and glorify Thy name? for Thou only art holy” (Revelation 15:4a). There were many 
competing deities in Philadelphia, but only One was the absolute truth and holiness. The “key of 
David” seems to indicate Christ’s messianic office (Isaiah 22:22) as David is used to symbolize 
this in Revelation (cf. 5:5; 22:16). The key is often used to indicate power and authority, as Christ 
alone, we are told, has the keys to heaven and hell (cf. 1:18). This sovereign power is enhanced 
by the further description, “He that openeth, and no man shutteth; and shutteth, and no man openeth.” (v7)  
So this picture here emphasises that Jesus Christ has the sovereign messianic authority to control 
His kingdom.  
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The Head of the Church alone can extend the ministry of this faithful church, “….I will 
build My church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt. 16:18). Christ does not need big 
budgets, eloquent speakers, famous names, skilled musicians, and promotional schemes to widen 
His kingdom. He, as the sovereign Almighty God, has the power for the Church at Philadelphia 
to take the gospel to the surrounding areas of this “open door.” This is not just a great comfort, 
but also a great encouragement for the saints there. What motivation also for us in this decadent 
and apostate age to lift up the banner of the Cross!  

(2) THE COMMENDATION OF THIS CHURCH (v8) 

Christ commends certain qualities that He sees in this church: 

(1) WORKS – Like many of the other churches this was a dynamic and functioning church.  The 
omniscient eternal Son of God proves again that He sees everything about this church – internal 
and external, “I know thy works” (v8). They may not be powerful as “thou hast a little strength” (v8), 
but they made the best of what they had. The saints at Philadelphia saw glorious opportunities 
and sought to utilise them. 

Now, we should not assume that this statement “thou hast a little strength” means that they 
were spiritually weak because of sin. More likely it is referring to their insignificance from the 
world’s perspective. Compared to the other cults and religions in the city, they were seen as 
irrelevant.  Perhaps they had little material wealth or gifted men to proclaim the gospel with 
power. The Lord takes note of even the smallest of His assemblies. Indeed, God delights in 
using the despised for His glory, “But God hath chosen the foolish things of the world to confound the wise; 
and God hath chosen the weak things of the world to confound the things which are mighty; And base things of the 
world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, yea, and things which are not, to bring to nought things 
that are: That no flesh should glory in His presence.” (1 Cor. 1:27-29) 

Today, with the obsession with the mega-church philosophy in modern Christianity this 
is important to remember. Often we are tempted to despise the day of small things forgetting 
that the Saviour, as Head of the Church, poured His life of ministry into just 12 disciples. This 
reminds us of Jesus’ words in Luke 12:32, “Fear not, little flock; for it is your Father’s good pleasure to 
give you the kingdom.” It is not the size or strength of a church that determines its significance in 
God’s eyes but its faithfulness (cf. Matt. 25:21). Physical size is the world’s measuring stick, but 
faithfulness is the heavenly measure. 

(2) OBEDIENT – They were commended for their obedience to the Word of God, “and hast 
kept My word” (v8). This word translated “kept” has two major meanings, “to watch over, guard, 
keep, preserve” and “give heed to, pay attention to, observe.” Probably both were true of this 
church – they preached, lived and defended the Bible. Outwardly they were weak, but inwardly 
they were strong.  

Antinomianism or lawlessness is a powerful influence even on Christians, but the saints at 
Philadelphia held fast to the Word of God. At Thyatira and Pergamos, they compromised the 
Word, but not at Philadelphia. Doubtless, there were great temptations to dilute or twist the 
Scriptures in a wealthy commercial centre like this city, but these people refused to budge from 
the Word. As Morgan says, “No man who loves purity can be loyal to impurity.” This is 
noteworthy and exemplary for us today. 
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(3) FAITHFUL - Christ commended them for their fidelity, “and hast not denied My name” (v8) 
and “thou hast kept the word of My patience” (v10). Evidently the saints faced some real threat of 
local persecution, yet never buckled under it. They were men and women of conviction and 
remained faithful in spite of any threats. This phrase, “the synagogue of Satan,” (v9) may be an 
indication of a significant threat to them from apostate Judaism, as in Smyrna (2:9). Apostate 
religion is one of the devil’s most potent weapons. Some Jewish converts may have been 
excluded from the synagogue, but they will find an “open door” for them to serve the Saviour. It 
is not easy to maintain a faithful witness in the face of such opposition. Being a Jew was a great 
privilege, but spiritual privileges are no guarantor of salvation (Romans 2:17-19). Such Jews by 
birth are not truly Jewish, as they fail to live up to the privileges they were born with, “and are not, 
but do lie” (v9).  This is what Paul taught in Romans 2:28-29. 

(3) THE COUNSEL TO THIS CHURCH (v9-12) 

This faithful church is living with the threat of being swept away at any moment. How will they 
be able to cope? The Master makes three distinct astounding promises to His overcoming 
faithful church there: 

(a) He would deal with their enemies, “I will make them of the synagogue of Satan, which say they are 
Jews, and are not, but do lie; behold, I will make them to come and worship before thy feet, and to know that I 
have loved thee” (v9). Christ promises that one day their Jewish enemies would be humbled and 
acknowledge their true relationship to God. This may well be an indication that God would do a 
work of revival amongst the former enemies there. God has a wonderful way of overturning the 
plans of His enemies. Indeed, this is what happened with Saul of Tarsus – the greatest opponent 
of Christianity became by a sovereign work of grace the greatest proponent of Christianity. Men 
may try to bind God’s work, but God’s Word is not bound (2 Tim. 2:9). What an encouragement 
to the saints there and to us to see that even our enemies are under the sovereign control of God. 
It would also encourage them to love them, pray for them, and seek to witness to them. 

(b) He would keep them from a period of great trial, “I also will keep thee from the hour of temptation, 
which shall come upon all the world, to try them that dwell upon the earth” (v10). Because the saints at 
Philadelphia had endured so many great tests, then the Saviour promises to keep them from the 
ultimate one. This may well be the widespread persecution, which would soon break across the 
empire under Rome. Others argue that this period is that described in Revelation 6-19 known as 
the Great Tribulation Period (GTP), as “to try them that dwell upon the earth” seems to extend 
further than the local persecutions at this time. Many of those who hold to the Pre-Tribulation 
Rapture position see this verse as suggestive evidence that the church will not go through the 
GTP (cf. 1 Thess. 5:9), especially as it is to be applied to all readers, “He that hath an ear, let him 
hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches” (v13). In fairness, post-Tribulation rapture advocates, who 
believe that the Church will go through the GTP, point out that: 

(i) There is no church now at Philadelphia so they have been kept from the future GTP. 
This was a local promise to a local church at that time, which has been fulfilled.  However, 
there is a further application of this promise to all believers in v13. 

(ii) The verb “keep” can mean that God will preserve His people through the GTP as He 
did with Noah in the ark. The difficulty with this argument is that it is clear that many 
believers will be martyred in the GTP (cf. Rev. 6:9-11; 7:9-14). It would not be much of a 
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meaningful encouragement to know that believers face the same fate as sinners in the 
GTP! 

(c) He would honour them, “Him that overcometh will I make a pillar in the temple of My God, and he 
shall go no more out: and I will write upon him the name of My God, and the name of the city of My God, which 
is new Jerusalem, which cometh down out of heaven from My God: and I will write upon him My new name” 
(v12). Living as a faithful pilgrim in this life will result in the metaphorical promise of being a 
pillar in the next. True believers overcome, as God’s sovereign grace eternally secures us by 
giving us a persevering faith. The symbolism of permanent stability inherent in this promise “he 
shall go no more out” (v12) would not be lost on persons living on an earthquake zone or in 
constant peril of persecution. This promise of a “new name” is another indication of Divine 
ownership and security. The overcoming saints at Philadelphia shall be eternally secure in the 
presence of God for all eternity. 

CONCLUSION 

This church may have been small but they were obedient, faithful, and had no major flaws. The 
Lord has encouraging counsel for this church at Philadelphia to seize the opportunities despite 
the obstacles. He assures them, “behold, I have set before thee an open door, and no man can shut it” (v8). 
This seems to be an open door for service the fruit of which is hinted at in verse 9. They were in 
a similar situation to Paul in Corinth, “For a great door and effectual is opened unto me, and there are many 
adversaries” (1 Corinthians 16:9).  

Unbelief and doubt will hinder them in taking advantage of such providential 
opportunities, but faith sees God as the sovereign power who “openeth, and no man shutteth; and 
shutteth, and no man openeth” (v7) who is greater than the opposition. It is not that the opposition is 
insignificant, but your view of God must be greater. The only way to minimize a Goliath is to 
magnify your understanding of God. “Behold, I come quickly” (v11) is a motivation for further 
service to the faithful, but a threat to the failing at Sardis (Revelation 3:3). 

This does not mean that we have no responsibility. On May 31st, 1792 William Carey 
preached his famous sermon to launch the modern missionary movement. Taking Isaiah 54:2 as 
his text he argued, “Expect great things from God; attempt great things for God.” God has 
planted churches like ours in His sovereign wisdom and plan. He has set before us an “open door” 
of service and opportunity. The fields are white unto harvest. Missing these opportunities has 
eternal consequences, as the Saviour warned, “hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take thy 
crown” (v11). The battle is not over yet. You can be justified and in heaven like Lot, but lose a 
great reward there by your unfaithfulness here (cf. 1 Cor. 3:11-15; 2 Tim. 4:1-8). Often the 
greatest danger to believers is ourselves. 

The world is fired with ambitions to spread their empty philosophies and teachings. Are 
we the church fired with similar ambitions for the kingdom of God? If God closes certain doors 
of service to us, then we must wait. If other doors have been opened to us, then we must take up 
His call. Some doors have been opened; the message and commission has been put before us.  
Will we as a church or as individuals go through it or pull back? Yes, we are feeble and the 
opposition seems great, but never forget that our Almighty Sovereign God is greater than all of 
these circumstances. Vance Havner once observed, 
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“It is not a matter of great strength, not great ability but great dependability. Samson 
had great ability but poor dependability. A little strength faithfully used means more 
than much strength flashily and fitfully used.” 

The message to the feeble church at Philadelphia is equally applicable to us - faithfulness 
to God opens great doors. A church can be too big-headed for God to use, but it can never be 
too small! Remember, this message is for us in Singapore in the twenty first century, “He that hath 
an ear, let him hear what the Spirit saith unto the churches” (v13). There is an incredible blessing and 
privilege in being a faithful church. Are we truly listening and willing to obey the call?  Have 
we taken this message to heart? 

 


