“A PROMISE TO THE WEAK”
Revelation 3: 7-13

In reality, whether today or in the years of history, people have given importance to strength and vitality. Those who are strong are admired and those who are weak are distained. I am old enough to remember the ads that used to talk of weight lifting under a man by the name of Charles Atlas who “could change a 95 pound weakling into a he-man”. 
At the heart of the human race is an expectation of STRENGTH. We have already discovered that a part of the human nature all people possess is a self-reliance based on individual strength rather than being in need of someone else’s strength.

As the Lord Jesus Christ writes letters to seven churches in the closing days of the first century, He writes one to “THE WEAKEST LINK”. The church in the town of Philadelphia is described by our Lord as being one “of little strength” (v. 8) Perhaps the church was small in attendance numbers. Perhaps the church was insignificant in its popularity in town. Whatever the case, Jesus knows they have little strength. They are weak! 

When we notice the history of this location the city of Philadelphia was built in BC 150. The King of Pergamum had a brother he loved deeply. And so he built a city for his brother as a demonstration of honor and pride. Soon the town became the “mission city” for spreading Greek culture and language in Asia. By AD 19 the Lydian language (of the local area) ceased to exist and everyone in the territory spoke Greek. Along with the Greek language, Greek culture spread almost all the way to India.

The whole region was prone to earthquakes. In AD 17 one hit the area so devastatingly that 11 cities (including Philadelphia) were destroyed. Tiberius (Caesar) rebuilt the town and it was then known as Neocaesarea. In AD 72 it was renamed Flavia though all along many still called it Philadelphia. With such a propensity for quakes, many lived in rural areas rather than the town and at the slightest sign of another quake many would flee to the countryside.
We know very little about the church, apart from the verses in Revelation. Yet an esteemed author of the early church (Eusebius) wrote in his fifth volume of Ecclesiastical History, that from AD 100 to AD 140 the church was under the ministry of a prophetess named Ammia. Biblical church historians state that she ranked with Agabus and the four daughters of Philip mentioned in the Book of Acts for their gift of prophecy. With such a legacy, long after this whole region succumbed to Muslim control, the Philadelphian church held out until AD 1392.
Well, so much summarizing the history of the place. Jesus begins His letter to them (through the Apostle John) by identifying Himself as “He who is Holy and True, Who holds the key of David. What He opens, no one can shut. What He shuts, no one can open!” (v. 7) This quote is totally Messianic. The passage draws from Isaiah 22:20-25. An incident in Hebrew history happened during Hezekiah’s reign in Judah. At that time a man by the name of Shebna was the doorkeeper of the royal palace. He was not a nice man and determined to assert his own place in Israeli history. God determines that he is not to be trusted and gives the key to the “House of David” instead to a righteous man named Eliakim. And so, by order of the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords, the determination of who was to inherit the heavenly kingdom was decided by the Lord himself.
Jewish people at this time rejected the claims of Christians. They did not follow the true teaching of the Old Testament. Both Paul and now John, in New Testament literature refer to them as false! They were not true Jews or they would recognize the true Messiah. Our Lord says this of the Jews in Smyrna and now Philadelphia. A “true Jew” was one who obtained forgiveness in Jesus and life eternal in Jesus, the Messiah. 

Ignatius writes a few years later, as another of the early church writers; “do not listen to anyone propounding Judaism unto you.” This was written specifically to the Philadelphians. In verse 8 Jesus recognizes those who have overcome (by not denying my name) and not given in to the claims of the Judaizers. 

As we move along in these verses we discover that the Lord says that He has placed an open door, before the overcomers, that no one can shut. With their little strength, they have kept His word and not denied His name! They have remained faithful. HIS WHOLE FOCUS IS ON FAITHFULNESS! 
Along with the Lord’s message to these people comes a promise. It has several features which are itemized in this letter. First of all, the Living Lord is going to MAKE Jews acknowledge the Lord’s love for faithful Christians.(v.9) This early in church history, a major separation was occurring between Jews and Christians. It had been present throughout the Pauline ministry of the book of Acts. Now, it was even more entrenched at the end of the first century. Thus, it is necessary for the Lord Christ to promise His faithful that Jews would have to recognize that Jesus loved His followers.

Second of all, an “hour of trial” was going to occur. It would “come upon all of creation”.(v. 10) And the promise of the Messiah is that his faithful would be KEPT FROM SUCH AN HOUR! There is a mixed disagreement concerning the meaning of this passage among Bible scholars. Many believe it is saying that God will remove His faithful as a means of protecting them from His wrath upon all of creation. Others believe that God will preserve His faithful “through the ordeal” of the hour of trial, though He will mete our His anger upon everything in this present world. Whichever was you see it, the same result occurs! Those who are faithful to God will be redeemed from the horrible events of the “time of trial”.

You have to be very blind not to see the clear indication that such a time has not yet occurred. It is yet in the future. And this book of Revelation is the Revelation of the Lord of Glory when He returns to set things right and wrap up human existence as we know it in this fallen world. In its place will be a “new heaven and a new earth”. The method of protection offered by the Living Lord is vague. It really doesn’t matter HOW God is going to do things; rather, it is that God WILL protect His people.

This message to the church in Philadelphia was a message of encouragement to those who had a certain amount of weakness. They were to hang on to what they had and not lose hope. They were to serve their Lord even though it seemed often they were too weak to make it. The Lord would be their resource.

Third of all, the Lord’s return is “right around the corner”! It is a promise. These people were to “hold on to what you have so that no one will take your crown”.(v. 11) There is an urgency to this message. What God is saying to them here is that they have kept His word, and though facing persecution, they had not denied His name. Though Satan or men could have robbed them of their crown by diverting them from loyalty to Christ IT DID NOT HAPPEN! And the greatest hope was that He would be returning. He was giving them expectancy in the midst of dire circumstances.
Fourth of all, these faithful believers would receive special recognition from their Lord. Dignitaries often had a pillar added to a temple in honor of them. In a place where earthquakes were a common occurrence, those who overcome would have their “new name” inscribed on the Lord’s temple. A faithful municipal servant or a distinguished priest had this situation take place and it signified that identification and ownership belonged with the Lord.

The passage tells us; “I will write on this overcomer the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem….and…my new name.” This person belongs to me! Keep in mind later in this book the imaginative language will speak of a number “written on people’s foreheads” hhhmmmm I wonder if the imagery is the same here? I think so! 

The ruins we have today of historic places like Philadelphia often are seen with just pillars left of all the rubble. Pillars could withstand much more devastation than other types of construction. God, the Son is thus indicating that His ownership of faithful people is so solid, so certain that it will remain for all time.

Add to that, these people were so familiar with the many changes of name for this town that the permanence of the Lord’s name is to be certainty in their minds and lives. Christ’s “new name” could be either the unknown name that He alone knows, showing forth His absolute power over all other powers (19:12) or the new name of Christ given to the believer.
That is what this passage is saying to a people beleaguered by a culture threatening to undo them. Poised at the gateway to Asia proper and used to being the emissaries of Greek culture to places East, these believers were standing at an open door of opportunity for their Lord. Perhaps, they might think, however; “we are too weak to make an impact of any kind”. Such thinking is rejected by “the Lord who is holy and true, who holds the key of David. What He opens no one can shut; what He shuts no one can open!” 
And so what is in this message for us today? 
· Someday “every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord”.....be encouraged in spite of what things look like! Hang in there!
· Someday “an hour of trial” will occur…..it is in the Lord’s hands and He, alone, will be in charge. We do not have to depend on our meager strength or our own efforts.
· Someday is “right around the corner”…..it could happen at any moment, at any time. There is urgency to being ready for the coming of our Lord. We are not to live life, as usual, without expectation of God’s divine intervention. It will come “as a thief in the night” BUT it is coming!
· Someday “individual and corporate identification of ownership will be seen. All who are faithful to god and overcome will be rewarded, honored, and recognized with His name!”

SO?????   How are you choosing to live life this upcoming week? How about the month of June? How about the remainder of 2007? The Lord has a message to communicate to a world lost and dying in sin. Will He find us faithful? Does our weakness make the task seem daunting and overwhelming? He is telling us, as He told the Philadelphians, to endure patiently and spend our time discovering and walking through the open door He has prepared for us in the time remaining!

We are not to use the perspective of our weakness as a measure of what we are to do for our Lord! We are to recognize His power, His glory, His authority, His presence, His sovereignty as our commitment to serve His each and every day of our lives! Nothing else matter in the final analysis! He has told us: “When we are weak, He is strong!” Do we believe it? Then let’s LIVE IT!!!!!
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