
The Letter to the Church at Philadelphia 
The Church of the Open Door 

(Revelation 3:7-13) 
 

Introduction:- 
 
Philadelphia was the newest of all the cities addressed in John’s letters. It was 
founded by Attulus 11 in 140 BC, and it stood at the place where the borders of 
three countries met – namely that of Mysia, Lydia, and Phrygia. It was therefore 
considered a strategic location from which to spread the Greek culture and 
language to the regions beyond. Perhaps it was for this reason, that the Risen 
Christ used the words: “Behold, I have set before you an open door” in verse 8. 
Now a new door of opportunity was opening up, not this time with regard to the 
spread of Greek culture, but now with regard to the gospel of Christ, and the 
open door of entering the kingdom of God itself. Another important feature 
about Philadelphia was that it lay on the edge of a great volcanic plain, which 
brought it great prosperity, for this area was one of the most fertile areas in the 
world. For this reason, it was also a great grape-growing area, which made 
Philadelphia world famous for her vintages and wines, as well as for its hot 
mineral springs, thus bringing many people to this place for health and healing. 
And at the time of the writing of this letter, the Roman Emperor Domitian had 
recognized this fact, but did not want this to take away from the wine-growing 
industry and prosperity of Rome, and so he broke the backbone of this industry 
at Philadelphia, by decreeing that their vineyards be ripped out, and taken away 
from them. Naturally, the local people felt greatly betrayed by Rome. And with 
this background also in view, the Risen Christ would now stand by His faithful 
people in their hour of need, and would never let them down, by also opening a 
door of new opportunity for them.  But the very fact which brought prosperity 
to Philadelphia also brought danger. Because it was located on the edge of this 
volcanic area, Philadelphia was very subject to earthquakes. And in the great 
earthquake of 17 AD, Philadelphia was also devastated and laid waste, but was 
rebuilt with the generous help of Tiberius, and in gratitude, changed its name to 
Neocaesarea, or the New Town of Caesar. But even then, many of the citizens 
were apprehensive of a fresh disaster, and continued to live in the surrounding 
country-side. And so the citizens of this city also knew all about living with 
anxiety and fear, and even though the new name Neocaesarea did not last, but 
went back to its old name, the peoples’ gratitude for what Tiberius had done 
earlier, was still written in its memory and history, and would be used by the 
Risen Christ in verse 12, when in gratitude to His faithful followers, He would 
write upon them His new name. Let us now take a closer look at this passage, as 
it unfolds. 
 



1.  First we are introduced to Jesus as the One who is Holy and True, and who 
holds the Key of David (verse 7). 
 
Isn’t it a breath of fresh air in life, when we can find someone whose reputation 
and word can be trusted entirely, to defend our cause and need! How many 
people have suffered in life, because of rogue charlatans, who have betrayed 
them, and have not been true to their word!  And as we come to the opening 
verse of this letter, because the letter is primarily concerned with the church’s 
relation to the Jews, it opens with Christ’s claim to be the true Messiah, who 
holds the key of David. The words “Holy and True” also mean real and genuine, 
as opposed to illusory and spurious. Real, genuine truth and happiness are to be 
found in Him alone. He will not let you down, whereas others offer a spurious, 
deceptive, illusory, unreal happiness and joy, such as Domitian displayed, when 
the people of Philadelphia felt betrayed by His selfish actions. But in Christ, true 
and genuine joy is to be found, and as the true Messiah, He alone can deliver 
and save His people. How wonderful! And as the true Messiah, He also holds the 
key of David in His hand. What He opens no one can shut, and what He shuts, 
no one can open. Here John echoes the language of Isaiah 22:22, in which the key 
of the house of David is entrusted to a new steward, Eliakim, as a symbol of his 
complete control over the royal household and of his authority to grant or refuse 
access to the king’s presence. What a key and authority to be entrusted with! 
Today we often honour people with a symbolic “key of the city.” But what does 
that key mean here?  We might have expected that in the hand of Christ the key 
of David would be symbolic of His right to grant or refuse access to God. But as 
the sequel will show in the following verse 8, the imagery of the key has been 
developed in quite a different direction. But before we get there, let us be 
reminded again of the One who is Holy and True, like the Father in 6:10, who as 
such, can be expected avenge the blood of the righteous, in justice and in truth, 
and so Christ may also be trusted to keep His Word. Further, back at 1:18, Jesus 
as the Resurrected One, also holds the keys of “Death and Hades”, and so can 
unlock the gates of death, leading to eternal life. And to possess the keys of 
death and Hades, means that Jesus has complete authority over this dominion 
as well! Isn’t wonderful that our Lord possess these keys upon His key ring today! 
And they will never go missing, when we walk with Him! 
 
2.  Secondly, we discover an Open Door, which no one can Shut (verses 8-10). 
 
As we now come to verse 8, at the beginning of this middle section, we may now 
see what door this key of David will now open. Verse 8 begins: “I know your 
deeds”, or “I know what you are doing.” These words are no doubt a positive 
affirmation of what is happening, which may be interpreted by the framing 
words at the end of verse 8, when it says: “I know that you have little strength, 
yet you have kept my word, and have not denied my name.” This is something 



that the Risen Lord had held against the unfaithful at Sardis in the previous 
church, because they had failed to maintain a faithful witness and confession of 
the Lord’s name before others, on the basis of Matthew 10:32-33. Now, if that 
is the case here, then the words at the centre of verse 8 can be accurately 
interpreted. Jesus says here, “See, I have placed before you an open door that 
no one can shut.” Many different interpretations of the words “open door” have 
been offered by commentators, which may each offer some element of truth, 
such as a new door of wider missionary opportunity, which would make sense 
of Philadelphia’s strategic location as the ideal location for the spread of 
Hellenism in the past. After all Saint Paul had more than once spoken of a new 
missionary opportunity as an “open door” at 1 Corinthians 16:9, and 2 
Corinthians 2:12.  But here the risen Christ has opened a door right in front of 
the Philadelphian Christians, by first of all, granting them an open door into his 
kingdom. They had been shut out of the synagogue by those who claimed to be 
Jews, and were not, because they had rejected their only true Messiah, and 
those who followed Him. As in Smyrna, the Jews of this city are called the 
synagogue of Satan, and as such, they would not only have opposed the 
Christians, but would have asserted that the latter had no place in the kingdom 
of God, since it was for Jews alone. But on the contrary, the Lord of the kingdom 
has already opened it to His followers, and as a result of this, He was also giving 
them an opportunity for the conversion of the Jews within their own city, with 
every expectation of success, since when He opens, no one can shut. And so the 
“open door” of this letter was really swinging both ways, both for the secluded 
Christians, and for those Jews who were opposing them, should they repent. 
This would make sense of the words immediately after this, when Christ says, 
“Yet you have kept my word and not denied my name”, presumably in faithful 
witness to them, followed by verse 9, which says, “I will make those who are of 
the Synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews and are not, but are liars, because 
they reject their own true Messiah, and those who worship Him – I will make 
them come and fall down at your feet, and acknowledge that I have loved you.”  
During the early phase of the spread of Christianity, Christians also met in Jewish 
synagogues. But in time, they were struck from the registry of these synagogues, 
and when this happened, they had to pay the price of seclusion. This also meant 
that they felt insecure, and when they would knock on the door of the 
synagogue seeking entrance, no one would open, leaving them totally shut out. 
And if we recall Christ’s words to the church of Smyrna much earlier, at 2:8-11, 
there the Jews who made up the synagogue of Satan were also responsible for 
their slander of Christians before Roman courts and authorities, even to the 
point of death itself, thereby aligning themselves with Satan against God’s 
purposes.  And so here at Philadelphia (whose name means “brotherly love”), 
the Risen Christ is saying to secluded Christians, “Men may shut you out from 
their fellowship, but the door to fellowship with me can never be closed on you 
by any person.” Here one is reminded of Christ’s damning words to the Pharisees 



and Teachers of the Law, who shut the door of the Kingdom of Heaven in 
peoples’ faces, which yourselves do not enter, neither will you let those who 
enter, who are trying to do so (Matthew 23:13). And so at this point, what Christ 
means by the “open door”, is the door to God’s Kingdom, which can only be 
entered by faith in Jesus Christ. And that door is open to us all today. And by 
rejecting their true Messiah, and through their slanderous accusations of 
Christians, these apostate Jews at Smyrna and Philadelphia, have constituted 
themselves as Satan’s synagogue.  And on the day of the revelation of God’s 
kingdom, which was now breaking into the present through Christ, these 
apostate Jews now do what they expected the Gentiles would do for them 
(Isaiah 43:4; 49:23; 60:14). They will fall down before the Christians they 
despised, and will acknowledge that they are the beloved of the Messiah, the 
true Israel of God, because Christ the True and Holy One of Israel, has loved her 
in giving His life as a ransom for her sins. At this point, one may legitimately raise 
the question here, as to whether this may not be a pointer to Paul’s desire for 
Israel at Romans 11:22-31, that it might finally be grafted back into the Natural 
Olive Tree, and be saved. But possibly, in bowing the knee before you, was the 
Risen Christ also thinking about the story of Joseph, when Joseph’s brothers, 
who had betrayed him, and sold him to Egypt, finally bowed their knees before 
him in Egypt, to which Joseph replied at Genesis 50:20: “You intended evil 
toward me, but God intended it for good, to accomplish what is now being done, 
the saving of many lives.” Just as Joseph was finally vindicated in this story, so 
Christ’s faithful followers will be vindicated at Philadelphia before their Jewish 
persecutors. Further, the church at Philadelphia is small in strength, but Christ 
works best through human weakness; all He needs of them and us, is the loyal 
proclamation of the gospel. And if Christ opens the door, no one can shut, not 
even Satan. Christ holds the key to earthly opportunity, as well as to heavenly 
glory. Finally, in this middle section, the Christian’s faithful and patient 
endurance, will be rewarded during the time of trial that is about to come on 
the earth, similar to the word given to the church at Smyrna, which would last 
for a short period of time. For Eric Liddell, one of Britain’s greatest athletes, this 
day came in the 1924 Paris Olympic Games. He was set to run in the 100 metre 
sprint, but it was discovered that this event would occur on the Sunday. Quietly 
and definitely, he said, “I am not running.” This caused great consternation for 
King and country. Finally, another event was found for Liddell, the 400 metres 
race, for which Liddell was not entered. When that day arrived, as Liddell went 
to the starting blocks, an unknown man slipped a piece of paper into his hand. 
Liddell opened and read it. It was a text from 1 Samuel 2:30: “Those who honour 
me, I will honour.” That day, against all expectations, Liddell ran like the wind, 
and in doing so, set up a world record time for the 400 metre event. And today, 
the Risen Christ encourages us with that same word, as we too face trials of 
different kinds. Like Eric Liddell’s story, Christ never fails the person who refuses 



to fail him. But we will also be kept from the time of ultimate testing and 
tribulation before God’s kingdom comes in all its fullness (Daniel 12:1-4). 
 

3. Finally, Christ will Open to the Faithful the Door of His Temple (verses 11-
13). 
 
This final section begins with the words: “I am coming soon. Hold on to what you 
have, so that no one will take your crown.” (verse 11). How is it possible for 
someone to “take” our crown from us? Back at 2:25, relating to the church at 
Thyatira, the same challenge to “hold on to what you have” until I come, relates 
to not following Satan’s so-called deep secrets, but rather adhering to, and 
following closely, the Apostolic teaching of the Word of God. This included the 
performance of the praiseworthy deeds of love and faith, service and 
perseverance at 2:19, which at 22:7, and 22:12, relate to faithfully keeping the 
words of the prophecy of this book, as well as its deeds. And so no one can take 
our crown from us, unless we ourselves forfeit the crown, by failing to keep the 
words and deeds of this book. Finally, to the one who overcomes, Christ will 
make a Pillar in the temple of my God.  Never again will they leave it (verse 12a). 
Already we have drawn attention to the fact that the Christians at Philadelphia 

were secluded and shut out from the synagogue in that place, and their names 
were struck from the registry of the synagogue as well. In order to counter this, 
Christ promises us that victorious Christians will become pillars of support, 
permanency, and strength, in the temple of God, as well as honoured with the 
inscription of a new name, following the practice of those who were honoured 
with an inscribed pillar in the temple of some god for serving the state well. 
Further, the faithful Christian will no longer leave this temple, for as we have 
also seen, this may not only refer to their seclusion from the local Jewish 
synagogue, but may also refer to the terrified exodus of the Philadelphians from 
their city when the earthquake threatened. It is as if the Risen Christ is saying, 
the person who is faithful will never need to feel secluded, or to run away again, 
and live outside the city, but will be able to face anything in the strength which 
I can give. Finally, Christ speaks of the names of God, the city of God, and His 
own new name, as being written on the Pillars of His faithful followers. Earlier in 
its history, Philadelphia had taken on Caesar’s name after its destruction by an 
earthquake in 17 AD, but now Jesus promises them a new identity and 
citizenship in a glorious, eternal city, the city of God, where God will dwell with 
His people forever. 
 

Conclusion:- 
 
Probably the most encouraging thing about this word of the Risen Christ to the 
church at Philadelphia, is that He had placed before them an “open door”, that 
no one can shut. How might we take this as both a missionary challenge to those 



around us, as well as an encouragement for our personal faith today? Further, 
in the light of this challenge, the Risen Christ is also aware of the church’s little 
strength, yet in spite of this, He commends their faithfulness to His Word, and 
the fact that they have not denied His name in witness before others. Christ best 
works through human weakness, but all he needs is our loyalty to His Word, and 
our faithful proclamation of the gospel. Let us also be encouraged by the further 
message of this letter. Jesus will never let us down, and He will stand by us to 
the very end. Just like the Pillar He promises to make of us, within the Temple 
of His God.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


