Book of Revelation

10 – The Seven Churches – Philadelphia

[To the Church in Philadelphia (Φιλαδέλφεια)]

[7] “And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: ‘The words of the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens.

[8] “‘I know your works. Behold, I have set before you an open door, which no one is able to shut. I know that you have but little power, and yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. [9] Behold, I will make those of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie—behold, I will make them come and bow down before your feet, and they will learn that I have loved you. [10] Because you have kept my word about patient endurance, I will keep you from the hour of trial that is coming on the whole world, to try those who dwell on the earth. [11] I am coming(P) soon. Hold fast(P) what you have, so that no one may seize your crown. [12] The one who conquers(P), I will make(F) him a pillar in the temple of my God. Never shall he go out of it, and I will write(F) on him the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which comes(P) down from my God out of heaven, and my own new name. [13] He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’ (Revelation 3:7-13 ESV)

 1. First Impressions

(a) Key and Door are important concepts in this letter

(b) Like Smyrna, there is no warning given to this church

(c) Perhaps the church is feeling discouraged – even though they have been faithful, it doesn't feel like they are receiving any rewards for their faithfulness

(d) Primary conflict appears to be with Jews

(e) Some parallel words and phrases with letter to church in Smyrna

(f) “Name” is repeated at the end of the letter – similarities to Pergamum and Sardis

 2. Background

(a) Philadelphia housed temples of Artemis, Helios, Zeus, Dionysus and Aphrodite. A third-century inscription from the Jewish synagogue there has been recovered. The church in Philadelphia, like the church in Smyrna, had apparently been expelled from the Jewish community... Exclusion from the synagogue could lead to more direct persecution by the Roman authorities, as in Smyrna. (IVP BBC NT)

(b) Door and key, background to 1:18

 i. In the Old Testament (Ps 9:13; 107:18) and Jewish literature, “the gates of Hades” referred to the realm of the dead and thus to the power of death; one who held the keys to these realms thus ruled over them. (Whoever held the keys in a royal house held a position of great authority in that house, as in Isaiah 22:21-22; keys symbolized authority to control whatever they opened...) (ibid)

(c) “Crown” here alludes to the victor’s crown, received at the end of a race or for military exploits. (ibid)

(d) God’s remnant people appear as a new temple in the Dead Sea Scrolls and in various other New Testament texts. Pillars could be used to symbolize the people of God (Ex 24:4; see also comment on Gal 2:9) but were a natural feature of temples and often bore dedicatory inscriptions (also on the pillars of the Capernaum synagogue, just as military standards and other items bore inscriptions). (ibid)

(e) Located in an earthquake-prone region

(f) In appreciation for imperial reconstruction aid after an earthquake (a.d. 17), Philadelphia was briefly renamed Neocaesarea (“Caesar’s New City”)... Philadelphia lies near a fertile valley, especially suited for growing wine grapes. Inscriptions from Philadelphia mention worship of Zeus and Hestia, and the Roman imperial cult was already present by the first century a.d. An inscription from a nearby town mentions a synagogue in that town. Christians in Philadelphia later received a letter from the early church father Ignatius (c. a.d. 110), and they suffered during the martyrdom of Polycarp (c. 155). (ESVSB)

(g) Philadelphia had taken on other names in the past → Neocaesarea and Flavia during the reigns of Claudius and Vespasian 

 3. Parallels Between Smyrna and Philadelphia

	
	Smyrna
	Philadelphia

	Death and life
	Jesus “who died and came to life”
	The “key” to the open and shut “doors”

	Criticism
	Absent
	Absent

	Conflict with Jews
	Synagogue of Satan
	Synagogue of Satan

	“Name”
	The “slander” from Jews
	“I will write on him...” various names relating to God

	Feeling of helplessness
	“Your poverty ”
	“You have but little power”

	Powerful reality
	“(But you are rich)”
	“I have set before you an open door”

	Coming trials
	“For ten days you will have tribulation”
	“The hour of trial that is coming on the whole world”

	Target of trials
	Church
	World (those outside the church)

	How to face trials
	“Do not fear”
	“I will keep you from the hour of trial”

	Duration of trial
	“Ten days”
	“Hour”

	Exhortation
	“Be faithful”
	“Hold fast”

	“Crown”
	“I will give you the crown of life”
	“So that no one may seize your crown”


 4. Letter Elements

(a) Self-identification

 i. “The holy one”

 A. Not part of Jesus' description in the opening chapter – so why here, now?

 B. “Holy” in OT → describes God; can be attached to buildings and objects; can be attached to priests → 

· Describes those things set apart for ritual and priestly activities

 C. “Holy” (or “saint”) in NT → describes all who are “set apart” for Christ; no longer descriptive of places or objects

· Describes those things that are made alive by the Spirit

 D. Jesus is described as “holy” → continuing Revelation's assigning descriptive terms used for God in the OT, now to Jesus

 ii. “The true one”

 A. 1:5, “faithful witness”

· A counter to 3:9, those “who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie”

· One of the battles in this church is between truth and falsehood

 iii. The one “who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens”

 A. Previous allusion to “key” → 1:18, “the keys of Death and Hades”

· There, Jesus has authority over death

 B. Here, the “key of David”

· Allusion to Isaiah 22:22, “And I will place on his shoulder the key of the house of David. He shall open, and none shall shut; and he shall shut, and none shall open.”

· Context: God allowed destruction of Jerusalem because her leaders were unfaithful to him; even though they attempted to strengthen fortifications by their own strength.

· Shebna, the king's steward, is representative of an unfaithful leader who attempted to provide security for himself through his own efforts. Isaiah's prophecy tells Shebna that his preparations will be for naught.

· Eliakim will be promoted by God to Shebna's position. God will transfer the authority over Jerusalem and Judah to Eliakim. God will give him the “key of the house of David.” God will fasten Eliakim “like a peg in a secure place.”

· Eliakim is named steward of the king of Judah, in charge of Jerusalem

 C. What does this say about Jesus?

· All previous, human leaders of Israel came and went, but Jesus remains

· Jesus receives his authority, from God, over true Israel

· Jesus opens the door to the true temple

· Jesus is in charge of the New Jerusalem

(b) Church situation

 i. “I know your works” → 

 A. “You have kept my word and have not denied my name”

 ii. Access to an open door

 A. Possibly open door to new mission and outreach..., but unlikely

 B. More likely referring to the implied expulsion from Jewish synagogue – the “closed door” not explicitly identified

 C. Judaism was once thought to be the avenue of access to God, and now that is closed

 D. Jesus opens a door to give Christians access God

 iii. Feeling powerless

 A. The church's perception of themselves

 B. They have no means to influence the civil authorities

 C. They no longer have the religious cover of Judaism

 D. If they aren't Jews, who are they?

 E. Does God really care for them, love them?

· Perhaps the Jews accused them of being abandoned by God

 F. Feeling does not always correspond to reality

 iv. Remains faithful to Jesus

 A. Reality is that the church has been able to remain faithful, in spite of their powerlessness by worldly measure

 v. Conflict with the Jews

 A. Already noted earlier → Christian expulsion from synagogue; no longer Jews; accusation that they were rebelling against God; God hated them, angry with them 

 B. Reality →

· Those who expelled them are “synagogue of Satan”

· Those who expelled them are not true Jews

· Implication: true Jews → true Israel are those who follow Jesus

· Jesus will vindicate his people

· Jesus loves them 

(c) Exhortation (in the middle of promises)

 i. “Hold fast what you have”

 A. “Kept my word” v.8 - “kept my word about patient endurance” v.10 - “hold fast” v.11 - “the one who conquers” v.12

· The church has Jesus and their faithfulness to him

(d) Promises

 i. “I will keep you from the hour of trial”

 A. Smyrna → will be tested (undergo trial) for ten days

 B. Philadelphia → because you have endured, you will be kept from the hour of trial

 C. Hour of trial

· Only the unfaithful will go through it

· Perhaps some of the tribulations described later in the book

· Perhaps the final judgment

· Just as the faithful go through trials to reveal their true natures, the unfaithful also go through trials to reveal their true natures

 ii. “I will make him a pillar in the temple of my God”

 A. Isaiah 22:23, “And I will fasten him like a peg in a secure place...”

 iii. “Never shall he go out of it [the temple]”

 A. Together with previous promise, it is a promise of eternal stability

 B. Physical lives uncertain due to earthquakes, nature of relationship with Rome

 C. Religious and spiritual foundations shaken by expulsion from synagogue

 iv. “I will write on him [the one who conquers] the name of my God”

 v. “[I will write on him] the name of the city of my God”

 vi. “[I will write on him] my own new name”

 A. Emphasis on names → the multiple names for the city

 B. Name: Authority, belonging, possession

(e) Verb tenses (v.11-12)→ key ones are in the present tense

 5. Summary

(a) Repeated themes: Jesus is God; Jesus-followers are the true Israel

(b) Jesus is the only true, stable foundation; don't seek security from the world

(c) Jesus is the only source of true spirituality and life

(d) Jesus is completely faithful; he claims his own and publicly acknowledges them 

(e) Jesus is already coming; the New Jerusalem is already coming

