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Perhaps the greatest joy a set of parents can have is to learn they are expecting a baby - and then, nine months later, 
to experience the birth of healthy baby girl or boy. Children are truly a heritage from the Lord and the fruit of the womb 
is His reward, says the Psalmist. And under normal circumstances new parents know the reality of this joy. They also 
know something else, too. They know that a part of having children is having aspirations for those children, as well. 

Very few parents simply allow their children to grow up. Many parents - and ALL wise parents generally have hopes 
and aspirations for their children. And so, as the child or children grows toward maturity, the parents instruct, and 
guide, and teach, and advise, and if the parents are Christians, they pray, for their children in hopes that the children 
will mature, be wise, know the Lord, and live fruitful, successful, happy, stable lives as adults. 

At the same time, however, everyone knows that there are no guarantees.. I remember at my high school graduation, 
one of the things that was said to us graduates was that now, upon our graduation, we would go out into the world 
and begin a new phase in life - and what we would become would now be up to us. Our parents had raised us and 
had walked with us as we gained our basic education - and we were entering a world with limitless opportunities, it 
was said - but in the end, we had to decide the way we would walk.     

Many children, raised up to adulthood, do indeed progress to maturity, living fruitful, happy and stable lives - and as I 
look back over the years I must say that many of my former classmates did just that. BUT, just as many, on the other 
hand, did not - because the choices made as one travels the road of life make all the difference in the world. AND as 
it is with children, so it is with churches.

Paul tells the church in Corinth for example, that “no other foundation can be laid than that which was laid, which 
is Jesus Christ” (see 3:11); and by writing this he indicates that the foundation for any and ALL churches is, Jesus 
Christ. Whether we consider the church of the 1st century or the church in the 21st century, this principle holds true - 
even if said church seems to have NO passion for or connection to Jesus Christ today; even if said church has so 
hidden the gospel, that it is undetectable. A certain communion might be well near totally apostate - BUT, there was a 
TIME, when Christ was the foundation. 

The words Paul wrote about the foundation of the church being Christ was written in a context where he had already 
stated that he had planted, another man - Apollos - had watered - but God had given the increase and made the 
church to grow. He then went on to say that, after the foundation is laid, quote, “. . .if anyone builds on this 
foundation with gold, silver, precious stones, wood, hay, straw - each one’s work will become manifest, for 
the Day (that is, the Day of the Lord’s judgement) will disclose it, because it will be revealed by fire and the 
fire will test what sort of work each one has done.”  Further, “If the work that anyone has built on the 
foundation survives, he will receive a reward. If anyone’s work is burned up, he will suffer loss, though he 
himself will be saved, but only as through fire”.

To carry the name ‘church’ in the name implies that there was a time when Jesus Christ was laid down as the 
foundation. But, as it goes with children, so it goes with the church - once the foundation is laid, there is no guarantee 
that those who follow the foundation builder will build on the foundation with gold, silver and precious stone - they 
MAY build with wood, hay and straw. 

As we consider the seven churches of Asia Minor, in Revelation chapters two and three, we see this principle 
illustrated both positively and negatively; and as we consider church number six - the church in the city of 
Philadelphia - this principle is illustrated positively. What we don’t know about the church in Philadelphia is who it’’s 
foundation layer was. Scripture and history are silent on that score. What we do know, however, is that those who 
built upon the foundation of Jesus Christ, that was laid by this churches founder or founders, had continued to build 
with gold, silver and precious stone. And this is evident by what the Lord, Jesus Christ, wrote to this churches ‘angel’.

The church at Philadelphia, like the church at Smyrna, was commended by Christ - and many see the letters to these 
two churches - at Smyrna and at Philadelphia - as running parallel. When we compare the two letters we see how:

1) both churches were blameless before the Lord and received only praise; 
2) we see both churches faced persecution and suffering at the hands of those who called themselves Jews but 

were not;
3) both churches were also persecuted by the Romans;
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4) both are assured that the opposition they faced was satanic; 
5) and both are promised a crown.    

The church at Philadelphia was a church that had been founded on Christ and because it’s leaders had continued to 
build on the foundation with gold, silver and precious stone, this church was continuing with Christ. 

Where was Philadelphia? The city of Philadelphia was located south east of Sardis and north and a bit west of 
Laodicea on high ground overlooking a river; and this located the city at the juncture of a key trade route leading to 
Mysia, Lydia and Phrygia. Also, the imperial post route from Rome via Troas passed through the city. And so, in the 
same way many say that Singapore is the Gateway to Asia, so Philadelphia was considered the “Gateway to the 
East”.

The plain the city was located on, which overlooked the river Cogamis, was very fertile and well suited to grow 
grapes. So Philadelphia was not only the Gateway to the East, it was also to Asia Minor what the Napa Valley is to 
our area - meaning Philadelphia was ‘wine country’. That was the up side to the cities location. The down side 
however, was that the fertile soil, good to grow grapes because it was rich in volcanic minerals, was there because 
the city was surrounded by active volcanoes - and this meant the city experienced many earthquakes. And in A.D. 17, 
Philadelphia was was leveled, along with 12 other cities in this region, by a great earthquake - a quake so great in 
fact that after the quake, the only thing left standing of the many pagan temples there, were the pillars, standing 
alone, above ground. 

What were the characteristics of the church like, in this city? The church in this city - was not very large and 
prominent; and in fact, we might say that the church in Philadelphia was opposite to what we find in Sardis. The 
church in Sardis, you may recall, was an influential church and had a reputation - the Sardinian church was the 
church where EVERYTHING was happening - and it had a name that it was alive though it wasn’t. The 
Philadelphian church on the other hand, was:

1) not very influential; 
2) was small in numbers; 
3) was of little reputation.                

It would be safe to say, in fact, that accept for those who opposed these Christians in the city itself and their 
neighbors in the city, this church of small strength - this church of little power - was somewhat unknown. One wouldn’t 
find the church of Philadelphia highlighted  through the social media channels. There wasn’t much that was twitter-
worthy or on Instagram about this church. BUT, the church of Philadelphia was known and had a strong reputation to 
the one person who counts over ALL others - here was a church that was known to Christ - as the Church of 
Gospel Faithfulness - this is what the church was commended for in v. 8 of our chapter. 

What did Jesus Christ write to this church? Following the simple four point outline I gave last week, Christ’s letter 
to the church in Philadelphia begins with an introduction which is relevant to them - so we have in verse 7:

I. The Relevant Introduction. Did you notice how Jesus says three things about Himself in His introduction? This is 
the first introduction that is NOT based on the vision of chapter one. In the introduction to the letter to the church at 
Philadelphia Jesus introduces Himself using descriptors that come from other places in scripture that would have 
been known to the Christians in this church. Notice how Jesus describes Himself:

First, we learn that these are the words of “the holy one, the true one” or, as other versions translate the same 
phrase, these are the words of “He who is holy and true” - and by taking this descriptors to Himself, Jesus identifies 
Himself directly with God in two different directions - forward and backward. What do I mean by this? 

If we look backward into the OT, we will observe that in the OT era it was ALWAYS God who is the one said to be the 
“Holy One” - so in places in the OT God is identified as the Holy One of Israel. In His letter to the church at 
Philadelphia, Jesus ads to that title “the True One’ - and the use here is more along the lines of the FAITHFUL One - 
that is, Jesus is reliable, faithful, trustworthy, one who can always be counted upon to be true to His covenants and to 
His promises. 
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If we look forward, to Revelation chapter 6 and verse eleven we see that this very same language - these exact 
words - are used to speak of God - named in the ESV, “Sovereign Lord”. Listen to the verse. These same words, Holy 
and True, are used of the Sovereign Lord - and by taking this title to Himself, Jesus in effect declares “ The person 
writing to you, Philadelphian Christians - Philadelphian Church - is MESSIAH - God the Lord! WHO is the letter from? 
The Sovereign Lord - Jesus Christ!

Next, the writer tells these Christians in Philadelphia that he ‘has the key of David’. What is this about? Do you 
remember me saying to you early on in our study that the key to understand the Revelation is to grasp OT concepts, 
phrases and images? Here is an example of what I mentioned. 

In a kings kingdom, there was always a steward and the steward had the keys to the kings house - to his dwelling, his 
estate, his house and grounds. This gave the steward authority to determine who could enter the kings palace and 
grounds and who would be barred from entering. During the reign of King Hezekiah, there was a steward - a man 
named Shebna - who served over King Hezekiah’s household, but who was unfaithful. Now, this Shebna was to be 
replaced - and he would be replaced by a man named Eliakim, the son of Hilkiah. Notice what is told to Eliakim, in 
Isa. 22: 20-22. Did you notice the parallel with Revelation 3: 7? 

The descriptor Jesus uses for Himself as he dictated the letter to the angel of the church of Philadelphia is from Isa. 
22: 22 - only He uses that descriptor about Himself. And by using this descriptor about Himself he is communicating 
that it is HE who decides who is allowed access to the Kings House and who is disallowed - and who is the King? He 
is the king. He is the king of the kingdom of God - which is now synonymous with the House of David

And finally, by using the phrase, ‘. . .who opens and no one shuts and who shuts and no one opens” He is telling the 
church at Philadelphia and us, that if anyone wants to gain access into the kingdom of God - into the house of 
David - into the New Jerusalem - that person MUST come through Him - for He and he alone has the power to 
open the doors to the kingdom to you - and He and He alone has the power to shut you out! 

This is how Jesus Christ addressed Himself to the church at Philadelphia - v. 7 - and to these Christians, who 
were facing persecution at the hands of Jewish rejectors of Christ and at the hands of Romans who had economic 
influence; to these Christians who had likely been SHUT OUT of the synagogue and who had likely been SHUT 
OFF from the trade guilds and other means of livelihood -the fact that the Master over them was he who had the 
key to the house of David and who opened and none could shut, and who shut and none could open - and He was 
open to them - was a special comfort!  

That is the introduction that was relevant to the church at Philadelphia. We will look at the rest of the letter next week. 
But before we close we can derive two applications which are relevant to us in the 21st century  - even three - from 
this one verse and the meaning behind it, 

First, if one has to choose between churches, and one has the opportunity to be a part of a church that was like 
Philadelphia - the better part of wisdom is, get rooted into that church. Get rooted into that church. You see, it isn’t so 
much what a church has to offer in terms of services - it is TOTALLY about whether a church is Gospel Faithful. Paul 
told Timothy to ‘take heed to himself and to the teaching (speaking of the whole truth of the gospel). . .’for in so 
doing’, he told Timothy, ‘you will both save yourself and those who, hear you’. Final salvation is what is at stake 
- and this is a very serious matter!

Is this what you seek in a church? If you are a member or regular attender here at West Hills, is this why you like 
West Hills as a church - that we strive to be faithful to the gospel? It isn’t that other factors should;t come in to play as 
we choose our churches - it’s just that faithfulness rot the gospel is foundational while other factors are secondary.

Next, what this letter tells us is, larger and popular isn’t necessarily better while smaller and weaker isn’t 
necessarily worse. Notice verse 8 and verse 10. The ‘angels’ of the churches in our day, give ourselves to many and 
varied agendas. 

And as a result, churches have reputations today, as they did in the 1st century. Coupled with this, people choose 
which church to attend based on many and varied factors - and often those factors are based on human 
assessments. And that is fine, as far as it goes. BUT, the most important quality of any church that would be 
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commended by Christ is ALWAYS faithfulness to the gospel - and it is better to be a part of a small church that is of 
no reputation in the eyes of the world while being faithful to the gospel, than to be in a church that has the 
reputation of being alive and which has all the programs and popularity, but isn’t faithful to the gospel. 

And finally, the introduction by itself cries out that it is Jesus Christ and Him alone who possesses full and complete 
right to determine who is admitted and who is left out, of the kingdom of God - out of the New Jerusalem - out of HIs 
presence forever. And so we are forced to ask ourselves whether that old song that we used to sing when I was in 
high school youth group is true of us:

Have you decided to follow Jesus? Have you decided to follow Jesus? Have you decided to follow Jesus? No turing 
back, no turing back?

Though none go with you, will you still follow? Though none go with you, will you still follow? Though none go with 
you, will you still follow? No turing back. No turning back?

Is your life characterized by the next stanza: The world behind you, the cross before you - the world behind you, the 
cross before you - the world behind you, the cross before you - no turing back, no turing back?

If none of what these stanzas say is true of you, then let me ask you:

Will you decide to follow Jesus? Will you decide to follow Jesus? Will you decide to follow Jesus?  No turing back, no 
turing back?

We will complete this letter next week, Lord willing. Join me in prayer. 


