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Teaching:  This morning is a welcome change from the scathing report cards that we’ve 

been looking at the last several weeks because this morning we come to the church at 

Philadelphia.   

 

A church that roughly occupies the period of time from the late 18
th
 century to the 

present.   

 

Q. So what happened at that time in church history that makes it a separate or 

distinct season for the church? – To a great extent what happened was an uneducated 

shoemaker in England by the name of William Carey who became known as “The Father 

of Modern Missions”. 

 

Prior to the time of William Carey, the church had gone through about a 1,000 years of 

relative drought in terms of its outreach and impact.   

 

1. For the first seven hundred years of that … the Catholic Church was too busy 

trying to expand its power ... 

 

2. And for the last 300 … the Protestants were too busy trying to break away from 

the Catholic Church and prove their doctrinal superiority.   

 

So history records a thousand years with very little evangelistic outreach to the lost … 

until God began to stir the heart of this humble, young cobbler.  

 

Now I’m not suggesting that this highly-praised church at Philadelphia represents 

modern-day missions as a whole.  But rather ... that it represents ... 

 

1. Men like William Carey who walked away from all that he knew for the sake 

of the call to India.   

 

2. Men like Hudson Taylor who endured more annually than most of us will see 

in a lifetime for the sake of the call to China.   

 

3. Men like D.L. Moody who spent his life fulfilling the call to evangelize 

America or … 

 

4. Charles Spurgeon who impacted the entire European Continent if not the world.   
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These men weren’t seeking an adventure under the guise of missions … these men had a 

heart for missions and God provided the adventure.  Each of them were sacrificial 

followers, whether it was to East Africa or East Enid.   

 

They heard the call, counted the cost and stepped out without reservation or condition.   

 

So … let’s have a look at this letter from the Lord to that group … 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verse 7:  In what is now His sixth letter, Jesus identifies Himself by four attributes: 

 

1. He who is holy. 

 

2. He who is true. 

 

3. He who has the key of David (A reference that’s drawn from Isaiah chapter 

22:21-24). 

 

4. And He who opens and no one will shut and He who shuts and no one will 

open. 

 

Q.  So what message is the Lord trying to convey to this church with His emphasis 

on these attributes? – By Holy and True He’s emphasizing His deity because “Holy and 

True” is a name used of God the Father and only God the Father, six times in scripture.   

 

Remember … this church had placed itself on the front lines.  They were sharing the truth 

of the deity of Christ in the midst of the battle and they were paying a heavy price for it, 

but sharing anyway.  So in light of that … you can see why the Lord emphasizes it.   

 

Q.  And … what about this "keys of David" thing? – Well it’s a preparatory comment!  

 

It relates to what's coming up in verse 9, dealing with the physical and spiritual 

Kingdoms of Israel.  It’s an emphasis of His authority, but specifically His authority over 

this special nation … which we’ll be exploring further in just a bit.  

 

And lastly … He's the one who opens and no one shuts and who shuts and no one opens.  

 

Q. What’s He mean by that? – It’s part of the reason for what I was saying earlier … 

that this letter isn’t addressed to The Modern Day Missionary Movement as a whole, but 

rather to those individuals who have that nagging call of God in their heart.   

 

It’s written to the one’s for whom God has opened the door and not to those who’ve been 

knocking and knocking, trying to gain access to a door that God has closed.   

 

Because, although we are all called to evangelize (to share Jesus with those around us), 

we are not all called as evangelists (Ephesians 4:11). 
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------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Q. Now … what do we know about the literal church that once stood in 

Philadelphia? –  

 

We know that the ruins of it are now part of the city of Alasehir [a-le-she-hira], Turkey 

which is about the same size as Enid in terms of its population.  And although it’s a part 

of a predominantly Islamic country … to this day it boasts a strong Christian presence 

with six churches there today.   

 

We also know that because the region was known for its vineyards and wine exports … 

its chief deity was Dionysus (also known as Bacchus), … the god of wine (and, of course, 

of fertility ... cuz they kinda go together).  Making it another recognizably man-made 

religion … alcohol and sex!   

 

In fact, worship within the cult of Dionysus went by the name “orgiastic” which means “a 

drunken orgy”, because that’s how they claimed to worship their false god.   

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Now … because of the enormous message that this letter contains … we're going to split 

up our study of it.   

 

1. This week, we’ll look primarily at the literal Philadelphian church of John’s 

day and then ... 

 

2. Next week … at the time period, ministries and ministers that it spiritually 

represents. 

 

So let’s go ahead and read the remainder of the letter … 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Verses 8-13:   

 

Q. Did you hear that? -- No bad marks at all on this report card!   

 

Q. So what was it about this literal church at Philadelphia that made it, not only, 

praise-worthy, but worthy of no condemnation?  

 

Six things that we should take note of: 

 

1. They were a church under the authority of God which is why He emphasis His 

possession of the keys and the power to open and shut eternally.   

 

This church walked through the open ones and didn’t try to kick down those that 

were shut.   

 

2. They were submitted to the authority of Jesus Christ … but specifically, their 

devoted submission was to the one true and authentic Jesus. 
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Important because there are a lot of man-made Jesus look-a-likes put forward for 

men and women to choose from.   

 

Our job is to put forward the genuine Jesus so that others might be saved by Him, 

but Satan has always put forward imposters in various forms  to eternally damn 

those he can deceive.   

 

For example: 

 

Move by Satan ... the Unitarians say that Jesus is no more divine or holy 

than you or me, but that's not the Biblical Jesus. 

 

The Mormons say that Jesus is one of many spirit children of Eloheem, 

but that’s not the Biblical Jesus. 

 

The Jehovah’s Witnesses say that Jesus is God’s first created being and 

that he also goes by the name of Michael the Arch Angel, but that is not 

the Biblical Jesus. 

 

And the Christian Scientists say that if Jesus ever existed at all, it’s 

irrelevant because Jesus and all other people are mere essences, but that’s 

not the Biblical Jesus either.   

 

And I know that there are those who would argue …  

 

Q. Really ... what’s the big deal if their Jesus is a little different from the 

Jesus of the Bible? – Well, rather than giving you my answer … let me give you 

The Apostle Paul’s …  

 

2 Cor 11:2 … I am zealous for you with a godly eagerness and a divine 

jealousy, for I have betrothed you to one Husband, to present you as a 

chaste virgin to Christ. [Hos 2:19, 20.] 3 But [now] I am fearful, lest 

that even as the serpent beguiled Eve by his cunning, so your minds 

may be corrupted and seduced from wholehearted and sincere and 

pure devotion to Christ. [Gen 3:4.] 4 For [you seem readily to endure 

it] if a man comes and preaches another Jesus than the one we 

preached, or if you receive a different spirit from the [Spirit] you 

[once] received or a different gospel from the one you [then] received 

and welcomed; you tolerate [all that] well enough! AMP 

 

So Paul leaves no doubt that it's a major deal and not to be tolerated! 

 

William White was the editor of the Emporia Gazette in the late 1800’s.  

And like most editors he received substantially more submissions than he 

had room to publish so he was forced to reject many of them.   
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One particular story was submitted by a woman from a neighboring city, 

but was rejected by Mr. White and returned with the usual letter of 

rejection and apology.  But a few days later, he received another mailing 

from the same woman, but it wasn't another submission ... it was an irate 

letter accusing him of being a fraud.  The woman charged the man as a 

fraud because, as a test she had glued pages 19 and 20 of her manuscript 

together and when it was returned as rejected, the pages were still glued 

together so she concluded that he was a fraud who rejected submissions 

without even reading them. 

 

But Mr. White wrote back with this very brief response; Dear Madam; 

when I crack an egg for breakfast, I do not need to eat the whole thing to 

know if it’s bad. 

 

Q. And you know what?  -- As Christians we should be applying that same logic 

to our evaluation of other religions and even the beliefs of other individuals.  We 

don’t need to eat the whole thing (Romans 16:19).   

 

In fact, I would strongly advocate that you look first at exactly what they believe 

about who Jesus is.  That alone will tell if they’re right or wrong.  And if you find 

that they don’t believe in the Biblical Jesus … STOP there.  You don’t need to 

know any more to know that it’s bad.  

 

3.  The church at Philadelphia was a church in revival.  They weren’t a mega 

church … they weren’t even a powerhouse in the region.  As Jesus says "they 

were a church with a little strength".   

 

And understand that saying they were a church of “a little strength” is the same 

thing as saying that they were a church that was mostly weak.  

 

Q. But aren’t you thankful that the Lord doesn’t level this against them as a 

condemnation? – That’s our Lord … He commends them for their little strength.   

 

See ... one who has only a little strength must be dependent on the strength of 

God.  And the church at Philadelphia not only understood that … they enjoyed it. 

 

We’re a small church … and like any real church – we’re a mess!  Jesus says in 

Luke 14:13 that His church was commissioned to minister … to the poor, the 

crippled, the lame [and], the blind.  And praise the Lord … that’s us!  If you’re 

a genuine part of the family of the Living God then that’s you.  That’s certainly 

me. 

 

And I point that out because despite the fact that we’re a small church … we’ve 

got issues.  Lots and lots of issues.  And as I face the issues with all of you … I 

typically feel like a little strength is just a little more than I actually have.  It’s in 

His strength that we must function or we won’t function long.   
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We don’t have to be more than we are because He’s all that we’re not.   

 

4. Philadelphia was a church of the Word of God.  Every true revival involves a 

return to the basics.   

 

Q. And where do we find the basics? – 

 

Acts 2:42 They were continually devoting themselves to the apostles' 

teaching and to fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to prayer.  

 

Notice that topping the list is the study of the Word of God.   

 

Q. have you ever wondered why this list doesn’t seem to include the basics of 

church function like evangelism and fellowship and love even though Jesus 

said that these things would be the marks of the true church? -- Because the 

Word of God is where we learn these things … that’s why the study of it is the 

first thing on this list of the early church’s activities.  

 

In truth ... too much of the church today has become long on philosophy and long 

on social activism and long on psychology and entertainment, but short on their 

study of the truth … the Word of God … and that ought not be so.     

 

Even as Paul said to Timothy so many years ago …  

 

2 Tim 4:2 preach the word; be ready in season and out of season … 3 

For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine; but 

wanting to have their ears tickled, they will accumulate for themselves 

teachers in accordance to their own desires, 4 and will turn away their 

ears from the truth and will turn aside to myths. 

 

5. They were a loyal church.  They didn't deny the Lord's name. They were the 

type of church that was going to finish well …not begin with a bang and end with 

a whimper as too often happens.   

 

6. They were a church of opportunity.  The Lord was holding the door open for 

them.   

 

Now, I don’t know that any of us could say with certainty what all that door 

represents:  

 

a. It could be the door of salvation and it probably is.   

b. It could also be a door of safety … the offer to escape the great trial that 

will come upon this world and it probably is.   

c. Or it could be a door of opportunity and, to an even greater degree, it 

probably is! 
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Paul said to the Corinthians in … 

 

1 Cor 16:5 After I go through Macedonia, I will come to you — for I 

will be going through Macedonia. 6 Perhaps I will stay with you a 

while, or even spend the winter, so that you can help me on my 

journey, wherever I go. 7 I do not want to see you now and make only 

a passing visit; I hope to spend some time with you, if the Lord 

permits. 8 But I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, 9 because a 

great door for effective work has opened to me … NIV 

 

A door of opportunity ... opened by the Lord, not by Paul.  

 

Col 4:2 Devote yourselves to prayer, keeping alert in it with an 

attitude of thanksgiving; 3 praying at the same time for us as well, 

that God will open up to us a door for the word … 

 

We can ask the Lord to open doors, but we can't to the opening ourselves.   

 

And on the flipside of that ... be careful not to walk past the doors that the Lord is holding 

open for you ... 

 

A young man once approached Charles Spurgeon and said, “I feel strongly that 

the Lord is moving me to share the gospel to all the world … what should I do?”  

And, in his typical pointed fashion, Mr. Spurgeon asked in return “Well … what 

do you do for a living?”  The young man replied “I’m an engineer for the railroad 

… I drive a locomotive.”  Spurgeon said “Well, then surely you’ve got a fireman 

on the train.”  “I do”, said the young man, with a look of confusion.  “Well, is he 

saved?” asked the preacher.  “I’m not sure.” The young man responded.  “Well, 

then come and see me when you know for certain his spiritual status and that of 

every other co-worker on your shift.” 

 

He opens and He closes.  Our job is to wait outside the closed doors, but be ready in 

season and out.  Or ... to march through those He's opened ... showing them Jesus, telling 

them about Jesus and then, prayerfully, introducing them to Jesus!   

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Conclusion:  I’ll close with this true story … about Ivan the Terrible.  One of the great 

Czars of sixteenth-century Russia -- best known for his erratic behavior and his brutality. 

He was so busy conquering new territory for his country that he had no time to find a 

wife. His advisors became concerned that he had not married, and therefore would not 

produce a legitimate heir to the throne. So Ivan commanded his men to find him a 

suitable wife who was beautiful, intelligent, and the daughter of a nobleman. 

 

They found her in Greece. Her name was Sophia, the daughter of the king of Greece. 

Ivan asked the king for his daughter's hand in marriage and the king agreed on the 

condition that Ivan be baptized and join the church. Ivan agreed and set out for Greece 
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to be married, accompanied by five hundred of his best soldiers. 

 

When they discovered that Ivan was to be baptized, his loyal soldiers said they wanted to 

be baptized also.  

 

But as a requirement of baptism they had to make a profession of faith and affirm 

the articles of the Orthodox Church, which the soldiers agreed to do -- except for 

one.  

 

The article they couldn't affirm was one which prohibited them from being 

professional soldiers. They asked the priest if they could have some time to think 

over the problem of how to join the church and at the same time remain soldiers 

in Ivan's army. 

 

They devised a plan among themselves and announced that they were ready to be 

baptized. They marched out into the water, all five hundred of them, with five 

hundred priests. As the priests put the soldiers under the water, each soldier 

grasped his sword and lifted it high in the air. The soldiers were baptized 

completely, except for their swords and their fighting arms.  

 

Those who witnessed the mass baptism said that it was an amazing spectacle to 

see five hundred dry arms and five hundred swords sticking up out of the water. 

 

The soldiers had decided that they could give all of themselves to the church 

except for their fighting arms and their swords. These would remain under the 

control of the state. 

 

Some of us today are no different from those soldiers. We wanna be Christians and 

possess the promise of eternal life. We want the blessing of God on our lives and we want 

to be part of his forever family, but we want it on our terms.  

 

So we come to Christ with one arm out of the water. In our hands, we hold those things 

we’re unwilling to let go of; our possessions, our time, our money, our friends, our bad 

habits.  

 

But Paul writes in Romans 12, "I urge you ... in view of God's mercy, to offer your 

bodies as living sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God." We must offer to God our whole 

selves -- not just part of us.  And that kind of wholehearted devotion is the primary reason 

for the Lord's glowing assessment of the Church at Philadelphia.   

 

Q. What part of your life have you been unwilling to give to God? – What’s the 

"unbaptized arm" in your life? – Maybe it’s time to give it to God! 

 


