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An article in the Smithsonian Magazine tells a story about a stone tablet on the coast of Japan. 
“The stone tablet has stood on this forested hillside since before they were born, but the villagers 
have faithfully obeyed the stark warning carved on its weathered face: “ High dwellings are the 
peace and harmony of our descendants," the rock slab says. "Remember the calamity of the great 
tsunamis. Do not build any homes below this point." 
Residents say this injunction from their ancestors kept their tiny village of 11 households safely 
out of reach of the deadly tsunami that wiped out hundreds of miles of Japanese coast and rose 
to record heights near here. The waves stopped just 300 feet below the stone. 
“They knew the horrors of tsunamis, so they erected that stone to warn us,” said the village 
leader. 
Hundreds of so-called tsunami stones, some more than six centuries old, dot the coast of Japan, 
silent testimony to the past destruction that these lethal waves have frequented upon this 
earthquake-prone nation.” 
 
Interesting that the messages from the past serving those living in the present.  
When we approach these letters to the churches (and the entire Bible, really) we have something 
similar. But instead of messages from unknown ancestors warning of tsunamis from the sea, we 
have a message from Jesus about how he’s saved us from the tsunami of sin. We have  His  word 
speaking to us. These letters stand like Tsunami stones in the landscape of the Bible, and each 
sends a certain urgent message relevant in some way to every church.  
Let me begin this morning by reminding you of how this letter, this book of the Revelation, 
begins: Listen to 1:1-3... 
“The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants the things that must 
soon take place. He made it known by sending his angel to his servant John, [2] who bore witness 
to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw. [3] Blessed is the 
one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and who keep 
what is written in it, for the time is near.” 



  
Listen to what Jesus tells the disciples in Philadelphia, and then consider what message Jesus is 
sending to us now through this message from long ago. 
Revelation 3:7-11 
7 “To the messenger of the church in Philadelphia, write: 
‘The one who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David, who opens a door that no one can 
shut, and who shuts a door that no one can open, ‘says this: 
8 ‘I know what you’ve been doing. Look! I have put in front of you an open door that no one can 
shut. You have only a little strength, but you have obeyed my word and have not denied my 
name. 9 I will make those who belong to the synagogue of Satan—those who claim to be Jews 
and aren’t, but are lying—come and bow down at your feet. Then they will realize that I have 
loved you. 10 Because you have obeyed my command to endure, I will keep you from the hour of 
testing that is coming to the whole world to test those living on the earth. 11 I am coming soon! 
Hold on to what you have so that no one takes your victor’s crown. 12 I will make the one who 
conquers to become a pillar in the sanctuary of my God, and he will never go out of it again. I will 
write on him the name of my God, the name of the city of my God (the new Jerusalem coming 
down out of heaven from God), and my own new name. 
13 ‘Let everyone listen to what the Spirit says to the churches.’” 
 
Before we get into the letter itself, let’s get the context of its writing fixed in our minds. 
Philadelphia was located 28 miles southeast of Sardis in what we know as Turkey today. 
Philadelphia was a planned city.  It had 3 borders and was set up to be a “missionary city” to 
influence other nations to the Greek culture and language and ultimately to make them into Greek 
nations. The city was seen as the doorway to this expansion. 
 
Another interesting fact is that Philadelphia was on a fault line and experienced earthquakes and 
aftershocks sometimes for months afterwards.  So much so that the residents felt very unsafe in 
the walls of the city so most of them lived outside the city walls and travelled into the city to work.  
 
Another fact was that this city changed its name several times.  It was supported by the emperor 
of Tiberius and he gave them a lot of money and resources, so the city was renamed to 
Neocaesarea which means “New Caesar”.  The name didn’t last long though and went back to 
Philadelphia again. Many years later, another emperor supported them, and they again changed 
the name to Flavia after that emperor but that name didn’t last either and a few years later the 
name was changed back to Philadelphia.  



 
In this missionary city, plagued with earthquakes, that changed its name regularly, was a small 
church made up of dedicated believers in Jesus. They walked the talk.  We see this clearly in the 
letter to them.  
Interesting that Smyrna and Philadelphia are the two churches that Jesus does not rebuke 
 
Jesus writes to them with this in mind.  How did he  describe Himself in this letter? He says, 
“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.'” 
He describes himself in 4 ways.  
 
Firstly, He who is holy .  His character is without flaw or blemish. He is perfect in His 
righteousness.  
 
Secondly, He who is True.   He is the true light (John 1:9), the true bread (John 6:32), the true 
vine (John 15:1) the true God (1 John 5:20) and the true Witness (Rev 3:14).  He is the perfect 
standard of truth according to God.  
He is Holy who cannot tolerate sin 
He is True in that He has nothing false 
And yet, He looks on this church with no judgement or condemnation. 
 
Thirdly, He has the key of David  which means He has the messianic authority.  A key is the 
symbol of authority, control and of power.   Jesus said in John 14:6,  “ No man can come to the 
Father but by me.  I am the Way, (the door), the Truth (the key) and the Life (into eternity) ”  
This is where context  is important because Jesus was referring to something that happened in the 
city of Jerusalem centuries earlier which we can read in Isaiah 22. There was a man named 
Eliakim who was given authority over the city – a master key not only to the city but also to all the 
resources and wealth that that city had. He had total control over Jerusalem.  Jesus is saying the 
same thing here.  He has authority and control over all God’s treasures in heaven and He is the 
one in control who opens and closes the doors of life. 
Fourthly He has opened the door that cannot be shut. 
 
The door has a threshold that suggests and inside and out.  Jesus is inviting us to move over the 
threshold into His kingdom.   There are 3 types of doorways.   T he first is the door of Salvation 
because Jesus died for us and when we accept Him, He opens a spiritual door that no one can 



shut.   The second type of door   is  the door to intimacy  and relationship with Him when we 
engage with Him and get to know him deeper and deeper.   The third type of door   is the  door of 
opportunity  that Jesus is inviting the church to participate in here. 
 
So He is Holy and Righteous but has no judgement 
He is True and perfect but does not condemn 
And He has all authority and still does not lock up any of heavens treasures. 
He is the doorway to all things. 
 
Three centuries before, the city of Philadelphia was given an open door to spread Greek ideas to 
the lands beyond.  The church of Philadelphia was given the open door to carry the message of 
the love of Jesus to all nations. And since it was a door that our sovereign Lord was opening—no 
one could close it.  
 
But why did God give the church at Philadelphia this open door? Why would God open doors for 
this particular church? Jesus refers to three characteristics - three qualities Jesus saw  in this 
church He can use. As we look at them, I want you to think of them as the same qualities 
required for God to use YOU….characteristics that lead to OPEN DOORS. 
 
The first point is weakness. 
Jesus says in verse 8,  “I know you have LITTLE strength…”  They probably were not a big church 
with many resources.  This is a very good thing.  To be an effective tool in God’s hands we have 
to realize how limited OUR strength really is so that we stay dependent on HIS unlimited strength. 
That’s the kind of Christian that God opens doors for. God uses us when we know we are weak 
without His indwelling strength. In  1 Corinthians 2:26-29 Paul writes,  “Brothers, think of what you 
were when you were called. Not many of you were wise by human standards; not many were 
influential; not many were of noble birth. but God chose the foolish things of the world to shame 
the wise; God chose the weak things of the world to shame the strong. He chose the lowly things 
of this world and the despised things—and the things that are not to nullify the things that are, so 
that no one may boast before Him.” 
 
Do you see how this principle applies to you and me today? This means that there is no one too 
small—no one too untalented—for God to use to accomplish GREAT tasks in His kingdom. In fact, 
God prefers the humble—not the proud…the weak—not the strong.  In 2 Corinthians 12:9 , when 
the Apostle Paul asked God to take away his weakness—which he referred to as his “thorn in the 



flesh” God’s reply was, “My grace is sufficient for you….FOR MY POWER IS MADE PERFECT IN 
WEAKNESS.”   
When we confess our weaknesses and flaws, God uses us in mighty ways as He gives us strength 
and an open door to do His will. 
 
Do you find yourself trying to do things in your own strength? 
Do you know how weak you really are?  
Have you ever learned how MUCH you need God’s strength? 
Have you ever experienced the jaw-dropping joy of God empowering you to do something you’d 
never be able to do on your own? 
 
The second characteristic was that they obeyed God’s written word. 
Jesus says in  verse 8 , “ You have kept My word.” 
These members of this WEAK church clung to God’s written Word for strength and guidance. They 
studied it together with a passion. They could say with the  Psalmist “O h, how I love Your law! I 
meditate on it all day long. I have more insight than all my teachers, for I meditate on Your 
statutes. I have more understanding than the elders, for I obey Your precepts. How sweet are 
Your Words to my taste, sweeter than honey to my mouth! Your Word is a lamp to my feet and a 
light for my path. ” (Psalm 119:97)  The fact is—God opens doors for believers who respect the 
authority of Scripture…people who live according to the teachings of this Book of books—GOD’S 
BOOK….even though that means standing out in an ungodly world. 
 
So ask yourself this: Am I grounded in the Word or the World? 
Can I say the same thing the Psalmist said that God’s Word is sweeter than honey? 
Do I know enough of His Word intimately to be able to keep His word and obey Him? 
Let me put it this way, there will be doors closed to you—if you keep this book closed!  
 
And thirdly, they were loyal only to Jesus. 
Jesus says this church had not denied His name 
It must indicate there was some pressure to do so.  But they did not fold under the pressure of 
persecution.  They did not compromise their beliefs as in the church of Pergamum, nor did they 
tolerate sin and follow false prophets as in the church of Thyatira, nor did they leave their first 
love as in the church of Ephesus.  Noth ing could make them stop standing up for Jesus! 
Jesus is telling us that there is no place for these qualities in His kingdom. Compromise, apathy, 
complacency. 



 
So, this congregation in Philadelphia shows us three qualities that combine to make us the kind of 
church—the kind of Christian—that God uses—the kind of believer God opens doors for. 

1. He  uses the nobody’s, the small and the weak. The power of a mustard seed of faith can 
move mountains.  

2. He uses the ones who hold to His truth and are obedient to Him.  
3. And He uses those who keep moving, keep going, regardless of what they encounter. 

 
Has God opened a door open for you? The sad truth is that so often God opens these kinds of 
doors but we don’t go through them. We let God-given opportunities slip by.  
Has God ever put an open door right in front of your face and you refused to go through it? And if 
you are saying, “Well, no…I don’t have any opportunities. No doors have been opened for 
me.” Well, then my question to you is “Why not?  
We need to move through the door.  He opens it for us but we have to move.  He gives us the 
opportunities and we must respond.  
 
I am not going to cover verse 10 as this is a whole sermon on its own/ 
 
And the reward Jesus promises to those who are faithful? 
Jesus promises huge rewards for those who keep moving forward.  Verse 12 and 13 says: 
“The one who conquers, I will make him a pillar in the temple of my God. Never shall he go out of 
it, and I will write on him the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, the new 
Jerusalem, which comes down from my God out of heaven, and my own new name.” 
 
We will become strong pillars  
Remember that Philadelphia had earthquakes?  The only thing that would be left standing were 
these huge pillars. Even to this day when you visit the ruins of these 1st century cities the 
PILLARS are still there when everything else has fallen. Well, back then—and especially for the 
residents of this city, pillars were synonymous with strength and permanence—so their ears would 
have perked up when they heard this statement. You see, Jesus was saying to them, “A day will 
dawn when I’m going to give you an unshakable home—NEVER AGAIN WILL YOU LEAVE IT.” In 
that place there will be no more running out of town…to avoid crumbling walls. 
Professor Thomas Constable notes, “God promised that He will not just honour overcomers by 
erecting a pillar in their name in heaven, as was the custom in Philadelphia. He will make them 



pillars in the spiritual temple of God, the New Jerusalem.  So, those who struggled with weakness 
Jesus makes everlasting pillars in the house of God. 
 
And we will be given a new name. 
Verse 12.   “I will write on him the name of My God and the name of the city of My God, the new 
Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from My God; and I will also write on him My new 
name.   
Remember, Philadelphia had been named and re-named many times. 
Jesus says, “I will change your name to an unchanging name, one that has and will stand forever; 
you will live in and be citizens of an eternal city that cannot be shaken. You’ll never have to move. 
You’ve never have to hide. You’ll never have to leave, board up, pack up, pick up, or rebuild 
again.”  
 
So, what do we need to do? 
Jesus says in  verse 11 ,  “Hold fast to what you have.”  Don’t yield ground to the enemy! Stand firm!  
Know His strength is made perfect in your weakness. Obey His Word and be soaked and saturated 
in it.  
Persevere to the end. 
"He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches."  (Revelation 3:13 NIV) 
Stop and open your ears!  
Look at your life honestly!  
Listen to what the Holy Spirit says.  
Then MOVE 


