
Noon Bible Study: Revelation 3: Philadelphia
Revelation 3:7-13 - Philadelphia

“Philadelphia was founded in 140 BC by Greek King Attalus of Greece. He built it to be a hub for Greek commerce and to be a 
missionary city through which Greek language and civilization would be spread to Asia Minor and beyond. As such, the city was a 
center of Greek culture and refinement. The old city sometimes bore the title “Little Athens” because of the magnificence (and 
abundance) of its temples and other public buildings. (Harry Kyriakodis, “Lydia Or Neo-Caesarea Or Alasehir? Just Call It 
Philadelphia” via hiddencityphila.org)

“It was located on one of the greatest highways in the world, the highway that led from Europe to the East. Philadelphia was 
situated on the edge of an active volcanic area.  This was both a blessing and a curse.  On the one hand it meant access to rich, 
fertile soil and to hot springs.  But on the other hand it meant constant danger from earthquakes..  Tremors, strong and jolting, 
were frequent. (Darrell, W. Johnson, “Discipleship on the Edge,” Page 112, 107)

In the year 17 AD the city was destroyed by a major earthquake.  For the decades that followed, the city was afflicted by 
continual earthquakes.  Eventually the Emperor Tiberius funded the rebuilding of the city.  As a result, the city was 
ceremoniously given the new name of “Neocaesarea” (New City Of Caesar).

v. 7 - Description of Jesus: Holy, True, With Key Of David, Who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens

In Isaiah 22 we read about a time when the people of God were in disobedience to Him. Through Isaiah, God had called for 
repentance but they continued to live in sin and selfishness.  Part of Isaiah’s rebuke in chapter 22 was directed at the national 
leaders.  One official in particular was a man named Shebna who was in charge of the royal household (22:15).  Shebna had not 
been faithful and was self-seeking in his position.

Isaiah 22:15-19 (NLT) - This is what the Lord, the LORD of Heaven's Armies, said to me: "Confront Shebna, the palace administrator, and 
give him this message: 16 "Who do you think you are, and what are you doing here, building a beautiful tomb for yourself-- a 
monument high up in the rock? 17 For the LORD is about to hurl you away, mighty man. He is going to grab you, 18 crumple you into a 
ball, and toss you away into a distant, barren land. There you will die, and your glorious chariots will be broken and useless. You 
are a disgrace to your master! 19 "Yes, I will drive you out of office," says the LORD. "I will pull you down from your high position.

Shebna was supposed to care for the royal family and keep watch over their affairs but instead was unfaithful & self-serving.  As 
a result, The LORD is removing him and replacing him with a faithful servant named Eliakim, of whom the following was said:

Isaiah 22:20-24 (NLT) - And then I will call my servant Eliakim son of Hilkiah to replace you. 21 I will dress him in your royal robes 
and will give him your title and your authority. And he will be a father to the people of Jerusalem and Judah. 22 I will give him the 
key to the house of David-- the highest position in the royal court. When he opens doors, no one will be able to close them; when he 
closes doors, no one will be able to open them. 23 He will bring honor to his family name, for I will drive him firmly in place like a 
nail in the wall. 24 They will give him great responsibility, and he will bring honor to even the lowliest members of his family."
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This position of authority along with the “key of David” was a role with great power. What Eliakim opened, stayed open until he 
closed it. If he locked a door, no one else had the power to open it.  Think of a supreme leader who had the authority to make 
decrees which no one else could thwart.  With this OT background in mind, we get clarity on Jesus’ own claim to be a supreme 
leader and authority who had the “key of David.”  What he does, no one can stop. What he doesn’t do, no one can force to happen.  
This authority is not just over God’s people or a palace in Jerusalem but over the nations. For we know at this point in the story 
that "all authority has been given to (him) in heaven and on earth. (Matthew 28:18)”

v. 8 - I know your deeds

Jesus commends the Philiadelphians for keeping his word, even though they have little power and have not denied his name, 
presumably during a time of great pressure to do that.  And now immediately after declaring to have the key of David, Jesus says 
to the Philidelphian church that he has opened a door for them that no one can shut.

Q - What do you think this means for the church?

There are a few ideas about what door Jesus has opened for the church:  Perhaps this “open door” means an opportunity for the 
Christians to bring the gospel to the region (cp. Acts 14:27).  Perhaps it is referencing the next place Jesus wants to lead them 
in his relationship with them.  Perhaps it is referencing their invitation to eternal life.

v. 9 - Synagogue Of Satan (those who say that they are Jews and are not…).

This is the second reference to the “synagogue of Satan” in these letters after it first appeared in Smyrna.  Here’s what we said 
at the time about this phrase:

“Though at the time of the writing of Revelation, Rome is a primary prosecutor of the church, the book of Acts records, the 
early Christians struggled less at the hands of government and political officials and more at the hands of Jewish officials.  
The Jews resisted the apostles preaching of the resurrection of Jesus and announcement of him as Messiah.  The references here 
indicate that the Jewish persecution continued.

“Jews that are not” implies that these individuals claimed to be Jews (aka “the chosen people/children of Abraham”) but in 
fact, by their deeds were anything but.  Rather they were working for Satan against the purposes of the true God.”

Like in Smyrna, Philiadephian Christians are facing pressure and persecution from Jewish citizens of the city.  Jesus says that 
these aren’t really God’s chosen people if they are acting like this.  How should the Christians respond?  Jesus says he will 
handle it. “I will make them come and bow down at your feet and make them know that I have loved you (3:9b).”

There is an Old Testament precedent here.  When a foreign enemy had opposed another nation only to be defeated by the nation 
they had oppressed, the defeated nation would bow before the leaders of the victorious. Here are a few examples:
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Isaiah 45:14 (NLT) - This is what the LORD says: "You will rule the Egyptians, the Ethiopians, and the Sabeans. They will come 
to you with all their merchandise, and it will all be yours. They will follow you as prisoners in chains. They will fall to 
their knees in front of you and say, God is with you, and he is the only God. There is no other. " 

Isaiah 49:23 (NLT) - Kings and queens will serve you and care for all your needs. They will bow to the earth before you and 
lick the dust from your feet. Then you will know that I am the LORD. Those who trust in me will never be put to shame." 

Isaiah 60:14 (NLT) - The descendants of your tormentors will come and bow before you. Those who despised you will kiss your 
feet. They will call you the City of the LORD, and Zion of the Holy One of Israel. 

Also, it’s hard not to think of the story of Joseph.  Joseph was sold into slavery by his brothers, unjustly accused and imprisoned 
in Egypt.  And yet Joseph remained faithful to Yahweh all the days of suffering. He surely held to the promises that God had made 
to him expressed in the dreams he had as a young man.  As the story of Joseph unfolds, he finds himself ruling in Egypt and 
vindicated for his faithfulness to God.  And in the dramatic climax of the record we read:

Genesis 42:6 - Now Joseph was the ruler over the land; he was the one who sold to all the people of the land. And Joseph's 
brothers came and bowed down to him with their faces to the ground.

The Jewish troublemakers of Philadelphia assumed they were the “chosen” ones, the LORD’s beloved.  Yet Jesus is going to make it 
clear that the faithful Christians of the city are in fact the chosen ones he loves (3:9b).

Notice that this bowing is forced by the Lord Messiah not by the church. The church is not a body that seeks revenge or 
humiliation of their enemies, but Christ, as God’s agent vindicates and brings judgment upon enemies. The church may actually 
feel that they are defeated, but in the end the truth will be made clear.

Why is Jesus going to vindicate the Philidelphians?  Because they have been faithful to him.

v. 10 - You have kept the word of my perseverance - I will keep you

The church has been faithful under trial so far and Jesus informs the church that there are more trials to come.  It would be 
ego-centric for us to think this only means the “great tribulation” to come at the end of the age, for Jesus would have been 
soberly preparing the Philidelphians for something thousands of years from their lifetime.  There is going to be a time of trouble 
coming soon in their lifetime and Jesus is getting them ready.

Final deliverance comes when the King returns. Following Jesus in this age means seasons of blessing and joy followed by times of 
suffering. Trouble and persecution -- divine rescue -- and new trials.  Because we are cared for and brought through a trial 
doesn’t mean more trials will not come.  As we have already discussed, this shouldn’t surprise us.  It is good news to know this 
ahead of time so we can anticipate difficulty and not be overtaken by it.

v. 11 - “I am coming quickly. Hold fast what you have”
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This would have been a life giving word from Jesus to those who were suffering and struggling.  I’m coming quickly - hold fast.  

The “crown” mentioned here is “a wreath consisting either of foliage or of precious metals formed to resemble foliage and worn 
as a symbol of honor, victory, or as a badge of high office” (NET Bible, Rev. 3:11)

They have already been declared winners - don’t give up and forfeit that victory.

v. 12-13 - Reward/Promise to those who overcoming

“Pillar in the temple”: a pillar is an important and visible part of a temple in that architectural structure. A key piece holding 
it up.  You can’t remove a pillar.  The weak church in Philadelphia is going to be made strong. In this age they can’t even hold a 
door open, in the age to come they will be like pillars in the temple of God.  Rather than barely being able to enter the place 
where God dwells, Christ ensures that if they continue to remain faithful, they will never have to leave.

They are promised a three fold blessing relating to belonging to God - marked with “the name of my God, the city of my God, and 
my new name.”  In other words they will be divinely labeled with “this person belongs to God” or “God’s Property”.  Also, in a 
time when pillars were sometimes labeled in dedication to a famous citizen or benefactor, the pillars of the temple of God would 
memorialize the faithful followers of Christ.

As we learned at the start of this letter, Philadelphia was originally an ancient Greek city, rebuilt by Tiberius Caesar and 
littered with marble pillared temples in honor of the gods of those cultures. We also learned that Philadelphia was the site of a 
majorly destructive seismic event in 17AD and lived under constant threat of tremors and tectonic shifts.  As a result, similar 
to a city like Los Angeles, the thriving city lived with the anxiety that came from the fact that another earthquake could 
happen at any time.  Darrell Johnson observes that:

“Tremors, strong and jolting, were frequent. Whenever a quake struck, the people of Philadelphia would flee the city. When 
the aftershocks subsided, they would return.  The people of Philadelphia were, therefore, ‘always going out and coming in; 
they were always fleeing the city and returning to it.’  Many people, out of fear, left the city every night!  This frightened 
rhythm of flight and return had become part of their lives.” (Johnson, page 107)

Jesus is promising his faithful people that the time is coming when fear and terror will cease.  In the new Jerusalem, the city to 
come from God, they will no longer need to be afraid or prepare for persecution.  No more weakness, no more synagogue of satan, 
no more troubles, no more tremors.  No more spiritual foes nor earthly woes.  What a promise for them, and for us!

Life as a Christian in the late first century was not easy.  They were increasingly persecuted and despised, despite their 
Christian’s commitment to love and service.  Those who confessed Jesus as Lord didn’t find an easy integration into Roman life 
dominated by devotion to the Emperor and debauchery.  Those who confessed Jesus as Messiah weren’t welcomed in the synagogue 
either.  They were strangers and pilgrims in cities they may have been born and raised in.  They did not have power or influence.  
They mostly had poverty and limited resources.  They did not have hopes of gaining authority or a seat at the table.
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Yet Jesus reminds them that he has the keys to the Kingdom - he has opened the door that leads to eternal life and invites them to 
follow him through the unlocked gates of the New Jerusalem.

Most of us reading their story don’t even know where to begin to sympathize with their situation.  We are not poor or 
marginalized or persecuted or without a place in society.  We have resources and access.  We can run for political office, 
protest judicial decisions, share information, disagree with leaders without fear of significant retribution, build church 
buildings, send our children to Christian schools or choose to teach  them at home.  It has never been like this for Christians in 
previous generations - and this reality can confuse some of us.

We would be foolish to think that the access that really matters is in the statehouse or the boardroom.  Entrance into the 
kingdom of God is what Philadelphia was living for - and their devotion was to the key-holder of the everlasting gates.  They 
could endure persecution and tribulation because the holy and true king knew their deeds and would show the world in the end 
that they were loved by him.

Their focus and perspective was an eternal one and they did not get lost in the temporal turbulence of the world around them.  
When they faced trouble, it ignited their faith and desire to hold fast.  We don’t hear of them complaining about how bad the 
world had gotten or how unfair things were for them.  They wouldn’t have even considered that Philadelphia was a “Christian 
nation” or “city on a hill” that needed to be made “great again.”  Here’s what they did believe: they were Christians who 
happened to live in Philadelphia, who were the lights of the world, devoted to their king who was eternally great.

Philadelphia has “little power”.  They can’t open the door to where they need to be with the limited strength they possess.  Yet 
Jesus says that he will open (and hold) the door for them so they can journey through it.  Paul said that in his weakness the 
power of Christ was made strong.  Jesus told him that strength was made perfect in weakness and that his “grace was sufficient” 
(2 Corinthians 12:9).  It seems that the grace and strength of the risen Christ is found not on the mountaintop but in the valley, 
not in the sunshine but in the shadows.

When all is well we are too often tempted to take back the reins of our life.  We think we no longer need God because the crisis 
is over.  He can go back to whatever he was doing and we’ll sit down on the throne again.  And we rule and reign in glory until 
the next trial comes which shockingly reveals that we are incapable of commanding the world.  We find again we can barely even 
open a door.

“The time of trial is coming on the whole earth, and like a powerful searchlight it will reveal who is holding on to Jesus 
and his promise of a “crown” and who isn’t.  The Philidelphian Christians are holding on at the moment; they must go on doing 
so and ‘conquer’ when the time comes.  So must we.” NT Wright, “Revelation For Everyone” pages 35-36)

Persecution has the remarkable ability to purify and purge. Those who only half-heartedly follow Christ either become fully 
devoted or flake away when troubles arrive.  Apparently Philadelphia had stepped up in the season of trial and Christ saw it.  In 
turn, he was going to stand up for them.

Philadelphia, though weak, is faithful.  Through this 6th letter from Jesus Christ, the church receives commendation from their 
Lord with an encouragement to hold fast.  They hear no rebuke or call to repent.  Through good days and bad days, whether the 
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world was calm or the earth was shaking - they had already made their decision to stand for him. He who has an ear, let him 
hear what the spirit says to the churches.
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