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INTRODUCTION 

 

If I were to say to you that you are a citizen of God’s kingdom, He has set before you an 

open door that no one can close, unbelievers will bow down before you, you will be kept 

from the hour of trial and you will receive a crown, a new name and a place in God’s temple 

and city.  How do these statements translate into what our experience of life would look 

like?  Would you based on these words interpret Christ’s meaning to be that you would live 

a successful life, a blessed life, a life free from suffering, that God would smooth the way for 

you?  My guess is that we in the 21st century and the church at Philadelphia would be 

hearing these words with very different ears.  We would think in terms of our 21st century 

consumerism and first world comforts, but Philadelphia would hear things differently.  The 

Philadelphians would have realised that the way to the kingdom is not apart from pain but 

through pain.  This was the message that Paul preached to young converts and freshly 

planted churches in Acts 14:22, ‘strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them 

to continue in the faith, and saying that through many tribulations we must enter the 

kingdom of God.’   

 

Today we are looking at the letter to the church in Philadelphia, Philadelphia like Sardis had 

been badly affected by an earthquake.  Tiberius helped the town and they made a 

monument to him and called themselves Neocaesarea (New Caesar’s City).  Like Pergamum 

they are not rebuked for any sins but only commended, and like Pergamum they have 

endured persecution.  The words that Christ speaks are words of comfort and 

encouragement.  He does not promise to remove all their pain but points them to certain 

promises, realities and responsibilities.  He speaks of how we enter the kingdom, how we 

are to serve in the kingdom, who is a real citizen of the kingdom, the path of endurance we 

walk to the kingdom and the blessings to those who endure and enter the kingdom.   

 

Kingdom entrance 

 

We see from Christ’s words that the Jews are the main protagonists.  They thought they 

were God’s true people, that Jesus was not the Son of David and that Christians were 

pseudo-citizens and pretenders.  They often made a big noise announcing this to the 

Romans who would then remove the allowances made to the Jews and persecute the 

church.  As a result we see that Christ uses many references that Jewish ears would have 

perked up to.  Christ claims He has the key of David, that the Jews are not Jews but a 



synagogue of satan, He refers to Gentile believers being pillars in God’s temple, bearing 

God’s name and having the name of the New Jerusalem.  Where the Jews would have been 

telling these Christians that they were not God’s people Christ confirms that they are.   

 

This is found firstly in the opening description of Christ, v7, ‘"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.’  Christ’s identity as the true 

messiah is seen in the description, ‘the holy one, the true one.’  The Holy One is possibly a 

reference to His deity or to Isaiah 53, the innocent one who would be our sacrifice.  ‘The 

True One’ is obviously affirming that He is not a fraud.  The Jews are wrong in their 

assessment of Jesus as not being the Messiah.   

 

More relevant to the Philadelphians predicament is the next description, ‘who has the key of 

David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens.’  What is this key of 

David?  The OT is the dictionary of the book of Revelation and this phrase comes from Is. 

22:20-22, ‘In that day I will call my servant Eliakim the son of Hilkiah, 21 and I will clothe 

him with your robe, and will bind your sash on him, and will commit your authority to his 

hand. And he shall be a father to the inhabitants of Jerusalem and to the house of Judah. 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.’  Eliakim is replacing Shebna as the overseer 

of David’s house and is being entrusted with its running.  Eliakim is a type of Christ.  

Ironically those Jews who would see themselves as part of David’s line/house are excluded 

from Christ’s oversight for they have rejected Him.  The key of David is the promised 

authority over all the nations, a promise fulfilled when Christ resurrected and all authority on 

heaven and on earth was given to Him as the Davidic King over all of God’s creation.  This 

key indicates ultimate power over God’s creation.  It is therefore Christ and not the Jews 

who determines who is in His kingdom and a citizen of heaven and who is not.   

 

We see Christ wielding the power of the key in opening a door which no one is able to shut, 

v8, ‘"'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.’  The doors of the synagogue would be shut to these believers.  The Jews 

would claim that the door into heaven and God’s presence is shut to them.  However we see 

that Christ has opened a door for believers that no other religious group can shut for us, 

even ‘the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.’   

 

Christ does declare that the keys of the kingdom were given to Peter, what does this mean?  

It does not mean that the Roman Catholic Pope is able to declare interdict and all souls 

cannot enter heaven.  It does not mean that men have been given the unilateral power of 

giving someone over to satan or including someone in the citizenship of heaven apart from 

Christ’s will.  In other words, if I am corrupt and I want to control the church and decide 

that I am going to abuse the power of my office and inflict church discipline on someone 

handing them over to the devil, if I have acted in error I have not excluded them from 

Christ, I cannot cut off anyone from Christ who He has joined to Himself.  Nor can I include 

in Christ by baptism and church membership anyone who is not truly born again.  The 



church has been given a part of the function of the key of David in the keys of the kingdom.  

These keys are used to allow entrance into the church through baptism and exiting from the 

church through discipline those who are truly born again, or those who have proven their 

lack of true faith by not repenting. 

 

Kingdom service   

 

We should probably also understand this open door to be the open door of ministry 

opportunity proclaimed by Christ when He gave the great commission, Matt. 28:18-20, ‘And 

Jesus came and said to them, "All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me. 

19 Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father 

and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, 20 teaching them to observe all that I have 

commanded you. And behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age."’  The 

strongman has been bound by Christ at His resurrection from the dead, the devil is no 

longer able to prevent his kingdom from being plundered and we go in Christ’s authority and 

power and plunder the strongman’s house through gospel preaching.  The devil cannot close 

this door, Roman persecution could not close this door and ISIS beheading Christians will 

not close this door.  Christ is reminding them of all the doors that lie open before them, the 

first is the door to His presence in prayer, and the door of heaven when we die, but also the 

door of opportunity to save souls by the power of the gospel.  This is an encouragement and 

an exhortation to faithful preaching in the midst of persecution trusting in Christ’s power to 

save not swayed by who is in power in the government.   

 

Kingdom citizens 

 

Who are God’s people?  This is a question that the Philadelphians had to face because the 

Jews were excluding them and persecuting them as a threat to the kingdom.  Christ puts 

clarity into the situation to remove all doubts, v9, ‘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.’  Christ 

makes it clear in four ways that these Jews who were true children of Abraham, who would 

have been circumcised and who were obviously zealous in their Judaism were not saved but 

outside the kingdom of the Messiah.  Firstly, they are called a synagogue of satan, this is a 

very clear spiritual indicator of their state of salvation.  They are as Jesus said children of 

the devil, or as John the Baptist said, a brood of vipers.  Race does not save but believing in 

Christ as Lord and Saviour.  Secondly, Jesus says ‘who say they are Jews but are not.’  This 

is a very penetrating statement which is using the word Jew not to speak of someone who is 

racially or religiously Jewish but someone who is a true follower of God.  These Jews are not 

Jews in that sense.  Circumcision of the heart not the flesh is what counts.  Thirdly, Jesus 

says that I calling themselves Jews and the people of God, ‘they lie.’  To say there is no 

truth in what they are saying says much about how God is defining the people of God in the 

NT, grace not race is what matters.  Fourthly, Jesus quotes OT verses that were promises to 

Israel and applies them to these believing Gentiles.  In the OT in verses such as Is. 45:14, 

49:23, 60:14, it is Gentiles bowing down to Jews, but here we see that it is Jews bowing 

down to Gentile believers in Christ as the true people of God.  This reveals that those verses 



have their fulfilment not in some earthly millennial and literal sense in the future but are 

being fulfilled now.  Some think that the Jews bowing down to these believers is a prophesy 

of the end of time when every knee will bow and every tongue confess.  However, there are 

others who have suggested that this act of surrender, which in the OT was usually 

associated with military defeat, is probably to be interpreted as Jews getting saved and 

themselves being added to the kingdom; as Paul put it, that by provoking the Jews to 

jealousy they are saved.  In this they will learn that Christ loves the church and they are to 

love in the same way.   

 

Kingdom endurance 

 

Christ then tells His church of the coming trials and promises to keep them and calls them to 

hold fast, v10-11, ‘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 soon. Hold fast what you have, so that no one may seize your 

crown.’  Christ commends this church for obeying His word of patient endurance, the 

warnings that the world would hate us as it hated Him, and that we should endure to the 

end.  All true Christians will endure to the end, the nature of the life in them and the power 

of Christ enables them.  For this reason Christ will keep the Philadelphians from the hour of 

trial that is about to come upon the whole world.  We know that it is a short period of time 

indicated by the designation, ‘hour.’  The whole world was likely the known world of the 

Roman empire at the time.  The judgement of Christ would come upon the Roman empire 

who killed the martyrs, Rev. 6:10-11; it would come upon those who accepted the mark of 

the beast 13:8, and those who got drunk on the harlot’s wine 17:2.  But what does Jesus 

mean about keeping them.  Does this mean that He will remove them from harm that they 

will not be persecuted?  The rest of the book of Revelation does not indicate this to be the 

case, but the devil is given permission to wage war on the saints.  The keeping here then 

must be enabling them to persevere the persecutions not to avoid them, keeping them in 

them not apart from them.  Notice as well that Christ promises to keep them, but this must 

not invite apathy as if we can coast and expect everything to be smooth sailing.  Christ will 

overrule to preserve us, but we must remember that we to are to hold fast and endure.  

Christ does not keep us apart from our efforts in perseverance but through them.  This is 

what we should expect as well.  No preservation from pain, but in pain, not keeping without 

striving but in striving.   

 

Kingdom blessings 

 

As with all the other letters Christ turns the minds of His people to the eternal perspective.  

He points them forward to the various blessings they will receive, blessings which are very 

Jewish in their nature.  Being a pillar in God’s temple is an architectural picture which speaks 

about being in God’s holy presence and part of the church.  Philadelphia were familiar with 

renaming their town here we see that this church will bear new names, they will not bear 

the name of Caesar but of God, Christ and the New Jerusalem.  Inclusion in God’s family 

and presence is the promise.   

 



Like the Philadelphian church we are being called to see that we follow the true saviour, that 

there is none who can close the door to God’s people or heaven for Christ holds the key, 

that we are to use this door of opportunity to preach trusting in Christ’s power to bring 

unbelievers to salvation, that we are not second rate citizens but God’s people, that we are 

not kept from pain but in it as we strive, and that we have a rich inheritance awaiting us the 

greatest of which is God Himself.  When Christ equips a church in suffering to persevere this 

is what He tells them.  Who He is, Who we are, how we are to live, and where we are 

headed.    

 

              


