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The church at Philadelphia was one of only two
churches who received only praise from the Lord
without any condemnation or correction. Jesus
told them that because of the faithfulness that He
placed before them an “open door that no one
could shut”” We don’t know exactly what that
open door was, but it must have included more
opportunities to be witnesses for the Lord. Jesus
would want them to continue to keep His Word
and not deny His name (v 8). He promised that all
those who opposed them would someday bow
humbly and acknowledge that they had been
correct in their devotion to Christ.

The Lord Jesus will still open doors of ministry to
any church that keeps His Word and proclaims
His name. Halley’s Bible Handbook says this
about Philadelphia:

Philadelphia

Philadelphia was a Lydian city founded by Attalus
Il Philadelphus (159-138 B.C.). The city was an
outpost of Hellenism in Anatolia. It lies on a
broad, low, easily defended hill, which explains
why Philadelphia was the last city of Asia Minor to
fall to the Turks in A.D. 1390. The district is
disastrously seismic, and the great earthquake of
A.D. 17 that also hit Sardis ruined it completely.
Placed right above the fault, Philadelphia was
tormented for 20 years by recurrent quakes after
the disaster of A.D. 17. This may be the basis for
the imagery of Revelation 3:12 (“a pillar,” “go no
more out,” “a new name”). The “new name” is
certainly a reference to the proposal to rename
the city Neocaesarea in gratitude for Tiberius’s
generous earthquake relief. The district was vine-
growing and a center, in consequence, of the
worship of Dionysus, the god of wine and
intoxication.

Rev. 3:7-13 THE LETTER TO PHILADELPHIA

The church in Philadelphia was a humble but
faithful church, content to exemplify the life of
Jesus in the midst of a pagan and corrupt society.
The name “Philadelphia” means “brotherly love.”
They were lovers of God’s Word and intent on
keepingit. They were greatly beloved of the Lord—
He speaks not a word of reproof to them.

An open door that no one can shut (v. 8).

God had warned the churches of Ephesus and
Sardis against being proud of their influential
standing. Here He cautions the church in
Philadelphia not to be discouraged because they
“have little strength” (perhaps referring to a small
church membership), for God is not dependent
on worldly prestige.

Kept from trial (v. 10).

The church in Smyrna had been told that they
were to suffer persecution (2:10). The church in
Philadelphia is given the promise that they will be
kept from suffering. Both were faithful churches.
However, God does not deal with all in the same
way, but with each as He Himself knows best,
beyond our understanding until we reach the
other shore.

The new name (v. 12).

In 2:17, a “new name” seemed to refer to
unimaginable joys to be realized in heaven. Here,
he that overcomes will receive God’s own name.
Itis a sign of ownership and a mark of citizenship.
In the same way, followers of the beast receive
the mark of their master (13:16-17). Each of us
belongs either to the Lord or to the beast.
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REVELATION 3 Observation Worksheet

Chapter Theme

Message to Philadelphia
7 “And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:

He who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David,
who opens and no one will shut, and who shuts and
no one opens, says this:

8 ‘I know your deeds. Behold, | have put before you
an open door which no one can shut, because you
have a little power, and have kept My word, and have
not denied My name. 9 Behold, | will cause those of
the synagogue of Satan, who say that they are Jews
and are not, but lie—I will make them come and bow
down at your feet, and make them know that | have
loved you. 10 Because you have kept the word of My
perseverance, | also will keep you from the hour of
testing, that hour which is about to come upon the
whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth.

11 1 am coming quickly; hold fast what you have, so
that no one will take your crown. 12 He who
overcomes, | will make him a pillar in the temple of
My God, and he will not go out from it anymore; and |
will write on him the name of My God, and the name
of the city of My God, the new Jerusalem, which comes
down out of heaven from My God, and My new name.

13 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit
says to the churches.’
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Enduring Word Commentary:

Revelation 3:7-13 Letter to PHILADELPHIA
David Guzik Jesus’ Letters to the Churches
(Continued)

Jesus’ letter to the church at Philadelphia.

1. (Revelation 3:7a) The character of the city
of Philadelphia.

“And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write,

a. Philadelphia: The name means brotherly love, and this
city was the youngest of the seven cities, and was originally
founded as a missionary outpost for Hellenism, the culture
of ancient Greece.

i. “The original purpose behind this key city was to make it a
center for spreading Greek language, culture and manners
throughout the Asian provinces.” (Hocking)

ii. “Philadelphia had been built with the deliberate intention
that it might become a missionary city. Beyond Philadelphia
lay the wilds of Phrygia and the barbarous tribes; and it was
intended that the function of Philadelphia should be to
spread the Greek language, the Greek way of life, the Greek
civilization, throughout the regions beyond.” (Barclay)

iii. The city gained its name after its founder — Attalus the
Second — who was nicknamed Philadelphos.

b. Philadelphia: This was a prosperous city. “Philadelphia
commanded one of the greatest highways in the world, the
highway which led from Europe to the East. Philadelphia
was the gateway from one continent to another.” (Barclay)

c. Philadelphia: This city was also known for beautiful
buildings (it was called the “little Athens”) and her
earthquakes, which required frequent evacuations.

i. “To walk through its temple-scattered streets was to be
reminded of Athens, the center of worship of the Olympian
gods.” (Barclay)

2. (Revelation 3:7b) Jesus describes Himself to the
church at Philadelphia.

‘These things says He who is holy, He who is true, “He
who has the key of David, He who opens and no one
shuts, and shuts and no one opens”:

a. These things says He who is holy, He who is true: Jesus
reminded the church in Philadelphia that He

was holy and true. These do not describe “tendencies”
within Jesus, but His very being. They also show that Jesus is
Yahweh, because He alone is holy in an absolute sense.

i. There are two ancient Greek words that we might

translate true. One means “true and not false.” The other
means “true and not fake.” The ancient Greek word used
here for true (alethinos) is the second, with the idea of “real”
or “genuine.” Jesus is true in all of who He is; He is

the real God and the real man.

b. He who has the key of David, He who opens and no one
shuts, and shuts and no one opens: Jesus showed He is
also the keeper of the keys and doors. In this quotation

from Isaiah 22:20-23, Jesus expressed His power and
authority, especially to admit and exclude.

3. (Revelation 3:8) What Jesus knows about the church of
Philadelphia.

“l know your works. See, | have set before you an open
door, and no one can shut it; for you have a little strength,
have kept My word, and have not denied My name.

a. |l know your works: Jesus said this to each of the seven
churches. The church at Philadelphia had served God wellin
difficult circumstances, and Jesus knew it.

b. I have set before you an open door, and no one can
shut it: The church in Philadelphia had an open door set
before them. Often, an open door speaks of evangelistic
opportunity (1 Corinthians 16:9, 2 Corinthians 2:12,

and Colossians 4:3). Jesus told them He had opened

the door of evangelistic opportunity, and they must go
through that door in faith.

i. Inits history, Philadelphia had a great “evangelistic”
calling. The city had the mission of spreading Greek culture
and language through the whole region. Now Jesus opened
the door for the Christians of Philadelphia to spread the
culture of His kingdom through the whole region.

ii. Jesus told them to see that they had this open door.
Sometimes God sets an open door of evangelistic
opportunity in front of us, but we don’t see it. A man once
came to Spurgeon and asked how he could win others to
Jesus. Spurgeon asked him, “What are you? What do you
do?”

The man said, “I’m an engine driver on a train.”

“Then,” said Spurgeon, “Is the man who shovels coal on your
train a Christian?”

“l don’t know,” said the man.
“Go back,” said Spurgeon, “and find out and start on him.”

iii. Once we see the open door, we then have to walk
through it. God wants us to take every evangelistic
opportunity that He gives us.
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iv. There may be another sense to this open door. It seems
Christians in Philadelphia were excluded from the
synagogue (Revelation 3:9). The open door may also speak
of their opportunity to enter God’s kingdom in contrast with
exclusion from the synagogue.

c. And no one can shut it: The emphasis is on unhindered
openness. There is nothing that can keep them from their
access to this door. Since Jesus is He who opens and no one
shuts, and shuts and no one opens (Revelation 3:7), He had
the authority to keep this door open for the Christians in
Philadelphia.

i. “David could shut or open the kingdom of Israel to whom
he pleased. He was not bound to leave the kingdom even to
his eldest son. He could choose whom he pleased to
succeed him. The kingdom of the Gospel, and the kingdom
of heaven, are at the disposal of Christ.” (Clarke)

ii. God opens doors for ministry and ministers today. “I
would like to bear witness that | have proved this
Philadelphian promise of the open door through years of
ministry and it has never failed. Promotion does not come
from the south, east, or west, but from God; and if we
commit our way unto Him and trust Him, He will bring it to
pass... God’s man is not dependent on religious talent
scouts nor is his ministry in the hand of ecclesiastical
officials. His headquarters is heaven and his itinerary is
made up by the Lord of the Open Door.” (Havner)

iii. Because Jesus has opened the door, He gets the glory for
it. “Neither wealth or influence, neither promotional
schemes nor the eloquence of its pulpit, nor the harmonies
of its musicians can give it an effective ministry. The Lord
alone has opened the door; the Lord alone ‘giveth the
increase.”” (H. Morris)

d. For you have a little strength: The term a little

strength does not imply weakness, but real strength. They
were weak enough to be strong in the Lord. We can be “too
strong” or “too big” or too sure of ourselves for God to really
use us. The church in Philadelphia had the poverty of spirit
to know they really needed God’s strength.

i. “Itis 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.” (Havner)

ii. The Apostle Paul was a great example of this dynamic of
weakness and strength. God’s strength was made evidentin
his weaknesses (2 Corinthians 12:7-10).

e. Have kept My word, and have not denied My name: The
church in Philadelphia was faithful to Jesus and His word.
The idea behind have not denied My name is not only that
they expressed their allegiance to Jesus, but that

they lived in a way that was faithful to the name and
character of Jesus.

i. Some churches that claim great faithfulness to the word of
Jesus deny His name — His character. They represent the
manner and style of Jesus as something very different from
what the Bible shows.

f. Look at the features of the church in Philadelphia:

e Evangelistic opportunity (I have set before you an
open door).

e Reliance on God (You have a little strength).

e Faithfulness to Jesus (have kept My word, and
have not denied My name).

In some ways, these features seem unspectacular. They
should be commonplace among churches. Yet Jesus
was completely pleased with this church. He

had nothing negative to say to the church at Philadelphia.

i. “The church of Philadelphiais commended for keeping the
Word of the Lord and not denying His Name. Success in
Christian work is not to be measured by any other standard
of achievement. It is notrise in ecclesiastical position. It is
not the number of new buildings which have been built
through a man’s ministry. It is not the crowds that flock to
listen to any human voice. All of these things are frequently
used as yardsticks of success, but they are earthly and not
heavenly measures.” (Barnhouse)

4. (Revelation 3:9-10) What Jesus will do for the
Christians of Philadelphia.

Indeed I will make those of the synagogue of Satan, who
say they are Jews and are not, but lie — indeed | will
make them come and worship before your feet, and to
know that | have loved you. Because you have kept My
command to persevere, | also will keep you from the hour
of trial which shall come upon the whole world, to test
those who dwell on the earth.

a. l will make those of the synagogue of Satan: Apparently,
the Christians in Philadelphia were persecuted by Jewish
people (the synagogue). However, these persecuting Jews
were Jews in name only (who say they are Jews and are
not, but lie). In fact, they had no spiritual connection to
Abraham or to the people of faith.

i. In this, Jesus did not speak against all Jewish people. It
would be entirely wrong to speak of the Jewish people as a
whole as the synagogue of Satan or those who say they
are Jews and are not. Jesus spoke of this specific group of
Jewish people in Philadelphia who persecuted the
Christians during that period.
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b. l will make them come and worship before your feet: In
this, Jesus promised that He would vindicate His people and
make sure that their persecutors recognized they were
wrong, and that Jesus and His followers were right. The idea
is of vindication before self-righteous “spiritual”
persecutors. God promised that the church in Philadelphia
would be vindicated before their persecutors.

i. God promised Israel that Gentiles would honor them and
acknowledge their God (Isaiah 45:14). Now the tables were
somewhat turned, and these Jewish people “will play the
role of the heathen and acknowledge that the church is the
Israel of God.” (Mounce)

ii. 1 Corinthians 14:24-25 speaks of unbelievers falling down
in the midst of Christians to worship God. This establishes
that it wasn’t Christians who were being worshipped, but
God was worshipped in the presence of Christians.

iii. And to know that | have loved you: As those who were
once their enemies worshipped along side them, they were
destroyed as enemies. They now knew that Jesus

had loved these people they once persecuted. The best way
to destroy the enemies of the Gospel is to pray that God
would change them into friends.

iv. Persecuted people often long for justice against their
persecutors (Revelation 6:10). A passage from a second
century Christian shows this: “What sight shall wake my
wonder, what my laughter, my joy and exultation? As | see all
those kings, those great kings... groaning in the depths of
darkness! And the magistrates who persecuted in the name
of Jesus, liquefying in fiercer flames than they kindled in
their rage against the Christians!” (Tertullian, cited in
Barclay)

c. l will keep you from the hour of trial which shall come
upon the whole world: Jesus also promised them
protection from the hour of trial coming on the whole
world.

i. Most Bible scholars see this hour of trial as a prophetic
reference to the Messianic woes, the Great Tribulation,
which precede Jesus’ earthly kingdom. Jesus promised
to keep these Christians from that hour of trial.

d. To test those who dwell on the earth: The testis directed
against those who dwell on the earth. This phrase is used
nine times in the Book of Revelation, and it speaks of those
who are not saved in Jesus. Revelation 17:8 makes the term
synonymous with the lost: And those who dwell on the earth
will marvel, whose names are not written in the Book of Life
from the foundation of the world. This test is for unbelievers,
not Christians.

i. Those who dwell on the earth “refers not to believers but
to unbelievers who are objects of God’s wrath” throughout
Revelation. (Johnson)

ii. Christians are different. Though we walk on this earth, our
dwelling place is in heaven. We have been seated in
heavenly places in Jesus (Ephesians 2:6). We do not dwell
on the earth, our life is hidden in Jesus (Colossians 3:3).

e. Keep you from the hour of trial: Does this imply

an escape before the Great Tribulation, or does it
promise protection in it? Each side believes this passage
easily supports their position.

i. Those who believe the church will be here on earth during
this time of Great Tribulation focus on Jesus’ command to
persevere, and say the context demands seeing this as
protection that enables the faithful to persevere in the
period.

ii. Those who believe that Jesus will come for His church
before this time of Great Tribulation note that protection is
promised from the very hour of trial, not just the trial itself.
They also point to the worldwide, inescapable cataclysm
predicted in the Great Tribulation (Matthew

24:21 and Revelation chapters 6, 8-9, 16).

iii. However, persevere is in the past tense, showing it is
something that the Christians had already done before
the hour of trial, which has not yet come upon the world.
The promise is a reward for past perseverance, not

the equipping to persevere in the future. “As far as the
Philadelphian church was concerned, the rapture of the
church was presented to them as an imminent hope.”
(Walvoord)

iv. In addition, the ones tested by this hour of trial are not
primarily believers, but those who dwell on the earth —

whose home is this earth, who are not citizens of heaven

(Philippians 3:20).

5. (Revelation 3:11) What Jesus wants the church of
Philadelphia to do.

Behold, | am coming quickly! Hold fast what you have,
that no one may take your crown.

a. Behold, | am coming quickly: First, the church at
Philadelphia must remember that Jesus is coming quickly,
and they must prepare for His coming.

i. “The expression ‘quickly’ is to be understood as something
which is sudden and unexpected, not necessarily
immediate.” (Walvoord)

b. Hold fast what you have: The church at Philadelphia
must not depart from its solid foundation, as described
in Revelation 3:8:
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e Evangelistic opportunity (/ have set before you an
open door).

e Reliance on God (You have a little strength).

e Faithfulness to Jesus (have kept My word, and have
not denied My name).

These things can and must continue among the church in
Philadelphia, but it will only happen as they hold fast
what they have.

c. That no one may take your crown: If they failed to hold
fast, their crown might be given to another. The idea is not
that it might be stolen by another, but given.

i. This was not a crown of royalty, given because of royal
birth. This was a crown of victory. Jesus encouraged His
saints to finish their course with victory, to “play the second
half” just as strongly as they “played the first half.”

ii. “Never forget that the man most likely to steal your crown
is yourself. ‘Keep thy heart with all diligence, for out of it are
the issues of life’ (Proverbs 4:23). You are in no greater
danger from anyone or anything than from yourself.”
(Havner)

6. (Revelation 3:12) A promise of reward.

He who overcomes, | will make him a pillar in the temple
of My God, and he shall go out no more. And | will write on
him the name of My God and the name of the city of My
God, the New Jerusalem, which comes down out of
heaven from My God. And / will write on him My new
name.

a. He who overcomes, | will make him a pillar:
Overcomers were told that they would be as a pillar in the
temple of My God. Pillars were pictures of strength,
stability, and dignified beauty.

i. The ancient city of Philadelphia suffered from frequent
earthquakes. When a building collapsed in an earthquake
often all that remained standing were the huge pillars. Jesus
offers us this same strength, to remain standing in Him
when everything around us crumbles.

ii. The pillar holds up the building. The only thing supporting
the pillar is the foundation. True pillars in the church support
the church, and they look to Jesus as their support
foundation.

b. He shall go out no more: The overcomer would have a
place of permanence and stability with God, in contrast to
an uncertain place in this world.

i. “The citizens of Philadelphia lived an unsettled and
tremulous life. Whenever the earthquake tremors came, and
they came often, the people of Philadelphia fled from the

city out into the open country, to escape the falling masonry
and the flying stones which accompanied a severe
earthquake shock. Then, when the earth was quiet again,
they returned. In their fear the people of Philadelphia were
always going out and coming in; they were always fleeing
from the city and then returning to it.” (Barclay)

c. I will write on him the name of My God... | will write on
him My new name: The overcomer also received many
names — of God, the New Jerusalem, and the new name of
Jesus. These names are marks of identification because
they show who we belong to. They are marks of intimacy,
because they show we are privileged to know Him in ways
others are not.

i. This works together well with the image of a pillar. In the
ancient world, having a special inscribed pillar added to one
of the temples sometimes honored a faithful city servant or
distinguished priest. “Philadelphia honored its illustrious
sons by putting their names on the pillars of its temples, so
that all who came to worship might see and remember.”
(Barclay)

7. (Revelation 3:13) A general exhortation to all who will
hear.

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to
the churches.”

a. He who has an ear, let him hear: We all want to hear the
praise and encouragement Jesus gave to the church at
Philadelphia. If we will be like this church, we must stay on
their foundation, which was Jesus’ name and Jesus’ word.
We must also depend on their source of strength which was
Jesus, not themselves.
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