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THE CHURCH AT PHILADELPHIA 

A Declaration of First Love  
Revelation 3:7-13 

 

 

 William Ellery, Stephen Hopkins, and Philip Livingston were sitting in a room about to 

make a decision that would dramatically affect the future of their families. In fact, there were 56 

men in that room – 15 merchants, 14 farmers, 25 lawyers, 4 doctors, 2 ministers, one teacher, one 

musician, and one publisher. I’ve been in that room, perhaps you have too. These 56 men gathered 

one hot summer in Philadelphia, in 1776, to decide a course of action that would dramatically 

affect the future of 2.5 million colonists in the new America. 

 

 For months, they had expressed their frustration. They sent letters to the King of England 

expressing their grievances. They argued and debated a course of action. And after months, on 

July 4, 1776, they signed their names to a declaration of independence from the tyranny of Great 

Britain. By doing so, these men knew they were risking their fortunes and risking their futures, 

they knew they were risking their lives and risking their families. They knew they were not just 

signing a political statement. They knew their signatures meant war, a war for the cause of liberty 

they were willing to fight. The final sentence above their signatures reads, “With firm reliance on 

the protection of Divine Providence, we mutually pledge to each other, our lives, our fortunes, and 

our sacred honor.” 

 

 And they suffered the consequences. Of the 56 signers of the Declaration of Independence, 

five were captured and tortured as traitors to the King of England, nine fought and died in the 

Revolutionary War, two lost sons in the war, and the homes of most of the signers were destroyed 

by the British Army. 

 

 After Richard Stockton’s New Jersey home was destroyed, his family was forced to live in 

the woods throughout the entire war. Francis Lewis’ wife was arrested in retaliation for his signing 

the Declaration; she became sick and died in jail. John Hart was constantly on the run from the 

British, living in caves. When the war was over, he never found his wife or any of his thirteen 

children. But John Hancock, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams, and Thomas Jefferson survived to 

lead a young nation out of the ashes of war and build the foundation of our country. 

 

 That was Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1776. 

 

 Let me take you to another Philadelphia, to ancient Greece, the region of Asia Minor, 

modern-day Turkey. In 95 AD, a small band of believers, no more than 200 or so, gathered in a 

room one hot summer. They had heard about Jesus, and they believed. They were convinced He 

was the Son of God, and their hearts experienced His wonderful grace. But this small band of 

believers was also surrounded by Roman paganism and Roman threat. Yet, they were so convinced 

and so compelled that they publicly declared Jesus as their Savior and Lord. They “signed” their 

names to it. Their commitment was not just belief in a doctrinal statement. And they knew their 

commitment was a call to a different way of life that came with risk. 

 

 In Philadelphia in 1776, declaring yourself a patriot meant you were an enemy of England. 

In Philadelphia in 95 AD, declaring yourself a Christian meant you were an enemy of Rome. In 
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Austin, Texas, in 2018, declaring yourself a Christian means what? What does it mean to be a 

Christian in Austin, Texas, today? What does it the cost? What are the risks? What are the 

consequences?  

 

 This is week six in our series called First Love. It’s about Jesus being the “first love” of 

your life. It’s about Jesus having “first place in everything” (Colossians 1:18). 

 

 In the book of Revelation, the resurrected and ascended Jesus dictated seven letters to the 

Apostle John and instructed him to send those letters to seven specific churches. In those letters, 

Jesus encouraged each church and He confronted each church. As we’ve been studying these seven 

churches, we’ve been asking ourselves … Could Jesus be saying this to us, as a church? Could 

Jesus be saying this to me? 
 

 To one of the churches in Revelation, to Ephesus, Jesus said, “You have left your first 

love” (Revelation 2:4). What was true then is true today. We have a tendency to drift. If we’re not 

careful, we become complacent, we compromise, we grow cold, and we just don’t love Him like 

we used to. So, throughout this series, we have been grappling with the question, is Jesus our “first 

love” or not? 

 

 Unlike the church at Sardis, which we looked at last week, which Jesus rebuked for their 

spiritual complacency, Jesus did not criticize the church at Philadelphia. In His letter to the church 

at Philadelphia, Jesus only complimented them. He complimented them for their faithfulness. 

“You have kept My word, and you have not denied My name” (Revelation 3:8). Oh, to be like that 

church. Oh, to have Jesus say that of our church, and to say that of you and me personally. 

 

 To be like the church at Philadelphia, we must make a declaration of first love to Jesus 

Christ. Much like the 56 signers of the Declaration of Independence, they signed their names with 

full conviction, and with full awareness of the risk. They did not sign a political statement; they 

signed a call to action. As Christians, to make a declaration of first love is more than agreeing to a 

doctrinal statement. A declaration of first love is committing to a way of life, devoting all we are 

to Jesus, regardless of the cost.  
 

 

THE CHURCH AT PHILADELPHIA 

 

 Revelation 3:7 begins Jesus’ letter to the church at Philadelphia. “To the angel of the church 

in Philadelphia write: He who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David, who opens and no 

one will shut, and who shuts and no one opens, says this …” (Revelation 3:7, NAS). 

 

 Jesus declares Himself as “holy” and “true,” declaring His attributes of perfection and 

deity. He also holds “the key of David.” In Revelation 1, Jesus declared that He held “the keys of 

death and of Hades.” He determines who goes to heaven and hell. Here, the “key of David” is a 

reference to a prophecy in Isaiah 22. Most Old Testament prophecies have a near fulfillment and 

a far fulfillment; something happens in the immediate context and something happens in the future. 

This prophecy was first fulfilled by Eliakim, a servant in King Hezekiah’s court, as a preview of 

the Messiah to come.1 Isaiah declared, “In that day I will call my servant Eliakim … 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. And I will 
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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. And I will fasten him like a peg in a secure place, and he will 

become a throne of honor” (Isaiah 22:20-23, ESV). Eliakim was given royal authority. He was 

given the key to the king’s treasure. He had authority to open and to shut, and no one could overturn 

his authority. Eliakim was a preview of the Messiah to come. As the Messiah, the Christ, Jesus 

holds the key to heaven and hell, and He holds the key to all the treasure and glory of heaven. As 

the Son of God, He speaks with the authority of His Father and with all the authority of heaven. 

 

 We know Philadelphia means the city of brotherly love. Ancient Philadelphia was founded 

in 189 BC by King Eumenes II. He named the city for his brother, because he loved him so much. 

His brother’s name was Attalus II, but his nickname was “Philadelphos.” Unfortunately, 

Philadelphia sat on a fault line and was destroyed by earthquakes multiple times in its history. 

There are no ruins from the first century, but here is a photo of the remains of the Church of St. 

John from the 6th century. Philadelphia also sat on rich, volcanic soil, which provides fertile land 

to this day, producing the great wines from Turkey.  

 

 As in the other letters in Revelation, Jesus began this letter by saying, “I know your deeds” 

(Revelation 3:8, NAS). He knew everything there was to know about them. He knew the burdens 

of their hearts and He knew the devotion of their hearts. That’s true of us too. Jesus knows 

everything there is to know about us. He knows our burdens, and He also knows if we are devoted 

to Him or not. 

 

 Unlike the church at Sardis, which Jesus rebuked for their spiritual complacency, Jesus did 

not criticize the church at Philadelphia. He only complimented them. “Behold, I have put before 

you an open door which no one can shut, because you have a little power, and have kept My word, 

and have not denied My name” (Revelation 3:8, NAS). 

 

 There’s a lot to unpack in this verse. He described them as having “little power.” This was 

not saying they were weak, but that they were small in number and felt insignificant in spirit. But 

Jesus wanted them to know how much they meant to Him, how precious they were to Him, and 

how proud He was of them. 

 

 And He was proud of them, He said, because they “have kept My word, and have not 

denied My name.” They were faithful. They were faithful when the odds were against them, when 

they were in the minority, when it was hard to be a Christian. Nothing pleases Jesus more than 

faithfulness. 

 

 Also in verse 8, Jesus said, “I have put before you an open door which no one can shut.” 

The interpretation of this “open door” relates to the geography of Philadelphia. Alexander the 

Great’s ambition was to conquer the known world and Hellenize it, to make it Greek. And the road 

to the east, to Asia, passed through Philadelphia. Philadelphia was the gateway to the rest of the 

world. It was a missionary city from which to launch the Hellenization of the rest of the world. 

What did this mean for the church? Jesus told the church that this was their “open door” too, that 

they also had an open door to spread the Gospel to the rest of the world. 

 

 This prompts us to ask the question, what door has Jesus opened for us? What ministry 

opportunities has He opened for our church? And it’s personal too. What door has Jesus opened 
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for you? What ministry opportunity has He laid before you? The phrase “I have put before you an 

open door” carries the idea of stewardship, a sense of calling, and a sense of personal responsibility 

to the opportunities Jesus has placed before us. 

 

 Then Jesus mentioned the opposition of the Jewish religious establishment. “Behold, I will 

cause those of the synagogue of Satan, who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie – I will make 

them come and bow down at your feet, and make them know that I have loved you” (Revelation 

3:9, NAS). Jesus dared to call His own Jewish people, the people of God, the “synagogue of Satan.” 

And He did, because it was a system gone bad. And Jesus told the Christians at Philadelphia not 

to worry about them. Don’t worry about their opposition, because one day, they will bow to you 

and know how much I love you. 

 

 Jesus told them not to worry about opposition or persecution of any kind. “Because you 

have kept the word of My perseverance, I also will keep you from the hour of testing, that hour 

which is about to come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth” (Revelation 

3:10, NAS). The book of Revelation is apocalyptic, prophetic literature. As such, we know this is 

a reference to the Great Tribulation, “which is about to come upon the whole world.” John was 

allowed to see a preview of the Great Tribulation, and recorded what he saw in Revelation 6-18. 

This verse, along with 1 Thessalonians 4-5 and many others, support a pre-tribulational rapture of 

the church. More on that another day. 

 

 Then Jesus said, “I am coming quickly; hold fast what you have, so that no one will take 

your crown” (Revelation 3:11, NAS).2 “Hold fast.”3 Hold on to your convictions; don’t stop 

believing.4 Hold on to what is good; don’t compromise morally.5 Hold on to hope, for the day is 

coming when you will see Jesus face to face and live with Him forever.6 

 

 And here’s the promise Jesus makes to those who overcome. “He who overcomes, I will 

make him a pillar in the temple of My God” (Revelation 3:12, NAS). A “pillar in the temple” 

refers to stability and permanence. Being in Christ removes the insecurity and uncertainty of life. 

 

 Jesus also promised to write three names on those who overcome. “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 

out of heaven from My God, and My new name” (Revelation 3:12, NAS). Being tattooed with 

these names proves we belong to God. These names confirm our security and identity in Christ. 

God is our Father and we are His children. That’s true this very moment, and that will be true for 

eternity. 

 

“He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches” (Revelation 3:13, 

NAS).  
 

 

DECLARATION OF FIRST LOVE 

 

 Let me summarize this series. In Revelation 2-3, the resurrected, ascended Jesus dictated 

seven letters to the Apostle John and instructed him to send those letters to seven specific churches. 

In those letters,  
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• He confronted the church in Ephesus for leaving their “first love,” and told them to 

“repent.” 

• He complimented the church in Smyrna for enduring persecution, and told them “do 

not fear.” 

• He confronted the church in Pergamum for theological compromise, and told them to 

“repent.” 

• He confronted the church in Thyatira for moral compromise, and told them to “repent.” 

• He confronted the church in Sardis for spiritual complacency, and told them to “wake 

up and repent.” 

• He complimented the church in Philadelphia for their faithfulness, and told them to 

“hold fast.” 

• Next week, we will see that He confronted the church in Laodicea for being lukewarm, 

and told them to “be zealous and repent.” 

 

 What was true then is true today. We have a tendency to drift. If we’re not careful, we 

become complacent, we compromise, we grow cold, and we just don’t love Him like we used to. 

That’s why we must face the question, is Jesus our “first love” or not? 

 

 Two words that summarize this series are fervency and faithfulness. I believe Jesus is 

calling us to fervently love Him and to faithfully follow Him. To help us make this personal, I’ve 

asked Dawn Smith and James Rinn to join me on stage. Dawn and James are long-time leaders in 

our church, and most of you know them. In separate conversations I’ve had with them recently, 

I’ve picked on an increasing humility and hunger in them. So I’ve invited them to share their 

thoughts with us this morning. [See video on the church website for the interview portion with Dawn and 

James] 
 

• Q1 – What motivates you to want to live with fervency and faithfulness? What is your 

“want to”? Why are you compelled to live with a fervent love for Jesus and why do 

you want to be faithful and walk with Him? 

• Q2 – What helps you, what do you do, to stay fervent and faithful? Give us some 

handles. 
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NOTES 

1 See more on “the key of David” in Michael Wilcock, The Message of Revelation, The Bible Speaks Today (Downers 

Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1975), pages 54-55. 
2 See Philippians 3:14, where Paul said, “I press on.” Also, 1 Peter 5:12, where Peter said, “stand firm.” 
3 The Greek word for “hold fast” is κρατέω. 
4 See Hebrews 10:23. 
5 See 1 Thessalonians 5:21. 
6 If you feel like you can’t hold on much longer, if you feel like you’re losing your grip, remember that He is holding 

on to you! This is what Jesus said and this is what He promised. “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they 

follow Me; and I give eternal life to them, and they will never perish; and no one will snatch them out of My hand. 

My Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than all; and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father’s hand” 

(John 10:27-29, NAS). 

                                                 

 


