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FCCOE; 8/3/14; Revelation 3:7-13; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 
 

“Philadelphia: Finding Strength in Shaky Times” 
 

Introduction: Philadelphia…it’s a word we associate with cream cheese and cheese steaks, the 
baseball Phillies and the hockey Flyers, with the Liberty Bell and brotherly love. In fact, 
Philadelphia literally means “love of a brother,” and takes its name from a man who lived around 
200 B.C. named Attalus Philadelphus, so-called because of his great love and loyalty to his older 
brother, Eumenes II, the king of Pergamum.  
 
But Philadelphia finds its way into the Bible because it’s the location of one of the seven 
churches addressed in the grand vision John – their “shepherd” – was given by Jesus that we have 
come to know as the Revelation, and which we have begun to explore in these summer Sundays. 
What we need to continue to keep in focus as we touch on the highlights of this vision is that 
these churches, in the 90’s A.D., did not have it easy when it came to living out the Christian life 
in the midst of their surrounding culture. Speaking of John and these churches, Eugene Peterson 
writes, “[John] was pastor of marginal, politically and economically powerless Christians in a 
society in which their commitment to following Christ branded them as criminals of the state” 
(Eat This Book, 19). This is what it means when the church in Philadelphia is described as having 
“little power” (v. 8). The congregation at First Church Philly numbered only a few dozen, making 
them very vulnerable in the place where they lived and ministered. So Jesus gave John this vision 
to help keep their hope fresh and their witness faithful.  
 
Fortunately, we as Christians in the 21st c. west are not branded “criminals of the state.” But 
neither do we have it easy when it comes to bearing a faithful witness to Jesus in the midst of the 
various winds of our culture. So, what did Jesus have to say to the First Church of Philly that was 
helpful to them that can be helpful to us, as the church seeks to live with fresh hope and faithful 
witness, no matter what the century?  
 
I. The Challenging Climate in Philadelphia 
 A. Let’s begin by looking at the challenging climate that existed in Philadelphia in the 
90’s A.D. What they had run square up against is what Jesus refers to as “the synagogue of 
Satan” (v. 9). We’ve met this term already in the message to the church in neighboring Smyrna 
(2:9). Important to remember is that it reveals not an anti-Jewish sentiment, but the reality of an 
inner-Jewish struggle. As many of the first Christians were Jews, the question was this: Which of 
these groups, those who followed Jesus as Lord and Messiah, or those who thought him a false 
Messiah, could properly claim to be the true Jews? The writings of the NT are quite clear that the 
true descendants of Abraham are not those who can be identified by circumcision of the foreskin 
but circumcision of the heart, those who have given their heart in faith to Jesus. Jesus is quite 
clear as well, declaring that he is the one who is “holy and true,” and who holds the “key of 
David.” It’s his way of saying that those who follow him are the ones who are truly “Jewish.” 
 
 B. All of that was well and good, but it didn’t prevent the “false Jews” from throwing the 
true Jews out of the synagogue and making life extremely difficult for them. Such difficulty 
included, as we have seen, informing on these Jesus followers to the Roman authorities for 
refusing to take part in the cult of Emperor worship. My hunch is that had there been a nightly 
newscast and a daily newspaper in Philadelphia, that disparaging reports and negative articles 
would have been written about them as well. 
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II. Images that Reveal the Source of Our Strength 
 A. So Jesus begins by affirming the faithful witness this church had maintained in spite of 
the challenges that surrounded them: “I know your works.” Reading down a bit, we see that those 
works involve remaining faithful to his word and not denying his name (v.8): 
 

I know your works. . . .I know that you have but little power, and yet you have kept my 
word and have not denied my name. 

 
The church has remained faithful to the way Jesus has called them to live, and faithful to who he 
is. What Jesus exhorts them to do, in the midst of the opposition they are facing, is to continue to 
patiently endure, “holding fast” to this faithful witness (vv. 10-11). Well, how are they to do that? 
Is Jesus just acting like a good cheerleader, saying something like, “Go ahead, just keep taking 
those punches; you can do it!” No. Instead, he uses two images intended to direct them to the 
source of their strength and hope: an open door to God’s kingdom, and a pillar in God’s temple.  
 
1. Jesus introduces the first in this way: “Look, I have placed before you an open door which no 
one is able to shut” (3:8). How is this exhortation helpful? An open door requires a key, which 
Jesus has just said he holds, the “key of David.” This phrase comes from the prophet Isaiah 
(22:20, 22), in which God declares: 
 

In that day I will summon my servant Eliakim, son of Hilkiah. I will place on his 
shoulder the key to the house of David; what he opens, no one can shut, and what he 
shuts, no one can open. 

 
So this fellow Eliakim has been delegated authority by the king (Hezekiah; 36:3) to act on behalf 
of the royal house. In reading Isaiah, we discover that this royal house, this “house of David,” is 
ultimately a shorthand way of referring to the kingdom of God, and to the Temple of God the 
king, that contains all the goodness and riches of God. Like Eliakim, then, Jesus is claiming, by 
use of this metaphor, to be a steward with delegated authority. But while the realm of the king 
Eliakim served did not last, the realm of the king Jesus serves, the great King, lasts forever. In 
fact, as the holy and true one – a designation in the OT reserved for the LORD himself – Jesus is 
claiming in some way to actually be the King. As such, Jesus has the key to unlock the door of 
God’s kingdom, the door that leads to the life that is truly life. By his death and resurrection, 
Jesus has opened the door to salvation that no one can ever shut.  
 
This would have been an incredible lift to those who had had the door of the synagogue shut in 
their faces for their loyalty to Jesus. They had been cursed, excommunicated, and disowned by 
their own community. But despite that, and because of the faithfulness of Jesus, the very life of 
God had been opened unto them, and no one or nothing could take it away. In this regard, one 
thinks of Paul’s words to the church in Rome: “For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, 
nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, 
nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus 
our Lord” (8:38f). 
 
2. The second image Jesus uses dovetails into this open door. If the life of God is found in the 
“house of David,” the Temple of God, and if, as the closing chapters of this vision that is 
Revelation reveal, the New Jerusalem itself – God’s new creation – actually is that Temple, then 
what Jesus promises these marginalized yet faithful followers is that they will become pillars in 
this Temple (v. 12): 
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If you conquer, I will make you a pillar in the temple of my God; you will never go out of 
it. I will write on you the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, the new 
Jerusalem that comes down from my God out of heaven, and my own new name. 
 

 What’s significant about this? 
 
I was talking with the Marsh’s a few weeks ago about what it would be like to live in Corpus 
Christi, TX. “I’m sure you’ll experience a few strong storms, and even a hurricane or two, being 
so near the Gulf,” I said. Brian agreed but explained that when such storms threatened, they 
would just join everyone else in getting in their car and driving north to a place of safety. In fact, 
they have friends from seminary that have just relocated to Austin, which gives them a place to 
go. 
 
In a similar fashion, the residents of Philadelphia were often forced to flee their city fairly 
frequently as they lived, not near hurricanes but on the edge of an active volcanic area. Tremors, 
and even earthquakes, were normal occurrences, forcing the citizens to race from the city until the 
aftershocks had subsided. It is reported that some people, out of fear, even left the city every 
night! Jesus knows about the life these people were forced to live. He is saying to them that if 
they remain faithful to him, if they “conquer” by holding fast to their witness, they will enter the 
temple of God, the city of God, the New Jerusalem, and will never have to go out of it (v.12). He 
will make them secure. The shaking of the earth from the quakes, and the shaking of their lives 
from the opposition that they faced, would be no more. Jesus would be their rock, their 
unshakable foundation. What’s more, they will be a pillar in that new city, the image of a lasting 
witness or monument to the faithfulness of God, with God’s name inscribed upon them. This 
pillar would not be removed from its base, as so many likely had through the tremors and quakes 
in that city.  
 
 B. And so these two images, the doorway to life that Jesus opens that no one can shut, 
and a secure pillar in the new city of God that nothing can shake, provide Christians in both 
ancient and modern cities the strength to hold fast to a faithful witness with fresh hope. Why? 
Because Jesus is the holy one and the true one, he holds the key to the door of life, he is our rock 
and our unshakable foundation. His presence with us is not disturbed by geological or political or 
economic or spiritual disorder and unrest. His death and resurrection testify to just how 
unshakable he is, and we turn to celebrate that now as we come to his table together.         


