
1‘Charactonym’ is a literary term that primarily describes how fictional writers choose names with meanings to fit a
person’s character or personality (or occasionally, one that is the opposite of a person’s character, a “character
antonym”); in the Bible, the names of people or places are usually already given, and the writer connects their names
with their characteristics or emphasizes how they match or mismatch. 
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SB#5
July 2003

Revelation 3:7-13
Philadelphia: Serving faithfully

Theme. Faithful service, endurance, patience, even in difficult times; recognizing our weakness; being used by God
even when we are weak; being a witness when undergoing difficulties; how God and his promises are the answers
to our problems; opportunities for ministry, service, and outreach to non-believers.

Background. See ‘Intro to Rev. 2-3'. Philadelphia is modern-day Alashehir (Ala!ehir), Turkey. The city’s name of
brotherly love commemorates the loyalty of Attalus II (220 – 130 BC) to his brother King Eumenes II of the old Pergamum
kingdom, before the region was annexed by Rome. The city was a commercial center, famous for its olympic style athletic
games, for its many temples, and its worship of Zeus and other pagan cults. The area was susceptible to earthquakes, and
one in AD 17 devastated the city, and required substantial aid from Rome to rebuild. 

In the face of widespread paganism, and hostility from non-believing Jews, the church seemed small and ineffective,
and unable to make much of an impact on the city. However, their geographical position and status as a commercial center
along major trade routes made it a strategic location for spreading the gospel. In their local situation, though, they may
have been discouraged, but they were very faithful, and receive encouragement and commendation from Christ here. In
fact, among the seven churches, Philadelphia and Smyrna are only ones with an all-positive evaluation – unqualified praise
from Christ with no faults to point out. 

Because of their endurance and spiritual devotion, it is reasonable to assume that it is a genuinely loving church that
lives up to its city’s name – even though the pagans and Jewish community ironically fail to do so. Thus, this may be like
a charactonym – a name whose meaning reflects the character of the person who bears it.1 

Study questions.

Intro. 
How would you describe this church? Have you seen churches today that are like this? Would you want to join this
church? 

What should you look for in a church or fellowship – like when you move to a new city and need to find a church?
Is Philadelphia a “perfect church” – or is it reasonable to expect such a thing?

What is your favorite attribute of God? Your favorite quality of Christ? Why? Why is that particular one important
to you? 

v7. What is Jesus reminding them of here? Why? How are these qualities relevant to their situation?
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v8. What does the door metaphor refer to here? 

Why do they seem weak?   

Is it a good idea to think of yourself as strong? In what ways can you think of yourself as strong?  In what ways are
we weak? Why is it important to realize this? How can God use us if we are weak? 

! weakness = strength: 
• Zechariah 4:6 (not by might...) 
• 2 Cor. 12:9-10 (Paul’s thorn in the flesh) 
• Heb. 11:34 (OT saints) 
• Eph. 3:16 (strength, Holy Spirit) 
• 1 Cor. 1:27 (God uses the weak) 
• Phil. 4:13 (He gives us strength)
• James 5:16-17 (prayer of faith) 
• Rom. 8:26 (prayer) 
• Phil. 2:6-8 (Jesus emptied himself, became a man)

Can God use you if you’re a young Christian who doesn’t know much?  
Can God use you even if you’ve made a lot of mistakes in the past?  

Do you think and pray often about God using you in some way? How do you envision God using you in the future?
Based on this passage, how can you let God use you? 

What does it mean to keep God’s word? To not deny his name? 
Would God commend you for upholding his word and living up to his name? In what areas do you fall short? 

v9. Do you sometimes feel discouraged because of pressure or criticism from non-Christians? 
Have you been discouraged by religious people (e.g., self-righteous types) because you don’t measure up to their
standards, they put you down, etc.?  Have you faced criticism from members of other religions, or skeptical non-
Christians because of your Christian faith (e.g., family & friends who are hostile to Christianity)?  What hope does
this verse give you? 

Do you sometimes feel discouraged about your service or usefulness as a Christian? 
What weaknesses or problems do you struggle with as a Christian? 
What in this passage can address that? E.g., what in Jesus’ introduction might provide a solution to your problem?

v10. Does this mean God keeps us from trials? See James 1:2-5. What then does God promise here? What does God
test us for?  Why would God use difficulties, trials, and persecution to set apart his people from non-believers?  How
can Christians’ behavior in such situations set them apart from others? How can it be an effective witness? 

When you face difficulties, persecution, or criticism, is the way you handle them noticeably different from how non-
believers would face them?  How can such situations distinguish you from others?  Is your response a positive,
effective witness to others? 

v11. What is the practical significance of Jesus’ return for how we live our lives? 
(cf. Luke 12:39, 1 Thes. 5:2, Rev. 16:15 – like a thief in the night)
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What image of spiritual victory is presented here? What do we fight against? 
(cf. 1 Cor. 9:24, Gal. 2:2, Gal. 5:7, 2 Tim. 4:7, Heb. 12:1)

For a city full of pagan temples, a history of destructive earthquakes, a church that is probably small and
discouraged, and an environment of hostility toward Christians, what do these promises mean? 
In what ways are you not fully stable in your spiritual or personal life? How can God be your source of stability?

What would it mean for someone to write his/her name on you? What would it signify about the relationship? 
What then does it mean for Christ to write his name on you? 

What does it mean to have an identity as a child of God, or a Christian identity? How should that affect your
thinking and behavior? What personal or spiritual difficulties of yours might this address? (How would it have
encouraged the Philadelphians?)

General discussion.

1. Outreach: 
What kind of “open door” is open to our fellowship?  

Though the Philadelphian church seems to have little impact on the city and may have been discouraged, Philadelphia
was along major commercial routes and was in a strategic position for spreading the gospel. In what way is this fellowship
poised in a strategic position?  

Can we be effective if we plan for and attempt outreach on our own?  How can we be effective and fruitful in reaching
out to non-believers?  How can we effectively minister to believers?  How can we find and use those doors of opportunity
for ministry and outreach that God has opened for us?  How can we pray for spiritual fruitfulness? 

[ Note: next week’s Bible study will cover outreach more specifically, so you can wait until then to discuss it if you don’t have
enough time. ] 

2. Assignment: the all-sufficiency of Christ 
Why are Jesus’ self-introduction and concluding promises and blessings longer here than in the messages to the

other churches? 
List your major frustrations, weaknesses, sources of discouragement, besetting sins, and other spiritual problems

that you struggle with in the left column. In the right column, write a specific aspect of God’s nature and/or verse
about it. How can the items on the right be an actual, practical solution to what’s on the left? How is it possible that
God not only can provide an answer / solution to your problem, but that he can be the answer or solution to your
problem?  How can a particular aspect of Christ’s work, nature, or promises apply to your situation? 

[ An important step in spiritual maturity is realizing that God can provide answers to and solve all your problems. Another step
is realizing and claiming (applying to yourself) the promises that God gives us in Scripture. Rev. 2-3 contains many powerful
promises. But another step to deeper maturity consists of realizing that God himself is the answer to our problems and
weaknesses. That is, who God is and what he has already done can address our situation. 
Experiencing more of Christ’s love can address problems of loneliness or some relationship issues with others. Remembering
what God has done in the history of his people (as recorded in the Bible) or what he has done in your life can be an antidote for
a lack of trust in God and problems resulting from that. God can be, not just provide, the stability we need. For sin problems,
issues of spiritual bondage, etc., Christ’s work on the cross and his blood can be powerful spiritual weapons against spiritual
attack and means of deliverance (Rev. 12:11, Matthew 6:13). Ultimately, we can realize that Jesus is everything we need – the
all-sufficiency of Christ –  he can take care of all our spiritual, emotional, and personal needs.

The Philadelphian church walked close with God. When we walk close with God, we can better receive his grace, find him
as the answer to our problems, and see his promises fulfilled. Hence the Philadelphian church had a longer introduction and
conclusion full of Christ’s provision and promises. ]  
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your problems who God is – what God has done – his promises

Prayer. 
Pray for being used by God; for discovering God as the answer to your problems and spiritual difficulties. Pray for
outreach to new students and the rest of our community, for God to open doors to us, for his strength. 

Notes. 
v7.  angel: Again, this is a personification for the whole church. In fact, the verb forms throughout these messages to the
seven churches are in 2nd person singular (‘you’ singular). 

Some pagan Greco-Roman attitudes were somewhat similar to modern Western attitudes on religious and
philosophical issues. Many pagan cults flourished, each trying to offer a better life, a way to achieve morality and self-
improvement on one’s own, a philosophy of pleasure to enjoy life, or an understanding of secret spiritual knowledge that
one needed for salvation (e.g., knowledge cults in which one gained esoteric knowledge of how to get past spiritual beings
between earth and heaven after they died). These flourished in a general atmosphere of (1) religious pluralism and
“tolerance” of any belief as possibly valid; and (2) a certain cynicism or skepticism about the possibility of attaining
absolute truth in these matters. This is reflected in Jesus’ appearance before Pontius Pilate – when Jesus asserted that he
is truth, Pilate scoffed, “What is truth?” Likewise, modern Westerners often regard claims of knowing absolute truth in
religious and philosophical matters with suspicion, and hold truth in such matters to be unknowable or simply relative to
each individual. 

However, Christians in ancient Rome rejected all other religions a priori as false, rejected all pagan gods outright,
refused to engage in emperor worship, and asserted their messiah and their faith to be universal, absolute, knowable, and
true. To the pagan Romans and Greeks this was offensive, and they even labelled Christians as atheists. For a pagan to
convert to Christianity was socially unpopular, and invited persecution. For a Jew to convert was also unpopular, in that
they were expelled (excommunicated) from the synagogue and the Jewish community, due to their strong rejection of Jesus
as messiah. Christians’ views of truth and holiness were radically different from pagan views. Christian views of truth and
holiness (and even the possibility of a messiah) were similar to Jewish beliefs, but for Christians the foundations of those
beliefs were quite different – they were based on the person and work of Christ. The non-believing Jews strongly resented
the claims of Christians in these matters. 

It is in this background of social and political persecution that Jesus reminds the church of Philadelphia that he is the
holy and true one for their reassurance and encouragement. He holds the keys of David, a messianic symbol for his
authority, specifically in deciding whom to admit to the kingdom of God. Keys indicate authority (Is. 22:22, 33:6), and
Jesus holds the keys to life, death, and the kingdom (Mat. 16:19, Rev. 1:18).  The reference to David signifies Jesus’ status
as King of Israel, and hence, the messiah. While believing Christian Jews are being expelled from the synagogue (cf. the



5

shut door), Jesus opens the door for their entrance into his kingdom. His self-introduction as messiah contrasts with the
persecution they are receiving from Jewish leaders who are hostile to them and the gospel. 

‘door’ = ministry opportunity: Acts 14.27, 1 Cor. 16.9, 2 Cor. 2.12, Col 4.3

v8. This not only is a reference of their admission to the kingdom (in contrast to their being expelled from the synagogue
or treated as outcasts by the world), but more significantly, of the opportunity to spread the gospel to open the kingdom
to others. Though they are weak, God is pleased with them and their service, and promises them open doors for ministry.
He commends them for faithful endurance and patience in the midst of suffering and persecution – not denying their faith
or his name. ‘Name’ in Jewish culture indicates not just a title, but is closely associated with a person’s nature, identify,
and character. E.g., many biblical characters have names that are intended to reflect their character, nature, and family
(which are then used somewhat like charactonyms by the biblical writers). ‘God’s name’ is not just a title, but is the very
essence, identity, and character of God. Thus, the Philadelphian believers not only do not shy away from being faithful
witnesses, but their lives and lifestyles are fully consistent with God’s character and nature (love, holiness, etc.), his will,
and the things he cares about (justice, truth, him receiving worship, saving the lost). We are not only to obey God’s word,
but to live in accordance with his name – his character, will, and such.

Only when we realize we are weak can we find God’s strength. We have to realize and confess our sins, sinfulness,
and spiritual weakness before God can use us. Trusting in our strength or thinking of ourselves as strong only hinders the
Holy Spirit from using us (Eph. 4:30). For more on weakness and strength, see also: 1 Cor. 2.3, 1 Peter 4.11, 1 Peter 5.10,
1 Thess. 3.13, Col. 1.11, etc.

‘keep’ (threvw, t"re#) = “keep, observe, obey, pay attention to, maintain; (Rev. 2:10) guard, preserve, hold” 
‘deny’ (hrnhsw > arneomai, arueomai) = “deny, disown, renounce, refuse”

God’s sovereignty is clearly shown here in ministry. We can only work where God opens doors for us, and we can
do no service or ministry apart from his calling and blessing. We have to pray for open doors, recognizing them, and
making the most of every opportunity (Eph. 5:16).  As a city along commercial routes, Philadelphia was in a strategic
position to spread the gospel. Likewise, our fellowship is strategically positioned for outreach to our community, though
we may not feel like we have much impact. But we must pray for and trust God for open doors of ministry. 

v9. The non-believing Jewish religious leaders who expel Christians from their synagogue are referred to as false Jews,
because their faith and actions are wholly misplaced (in their own righteousness) and they denied Christ. Those who
opposed the church will someday acknowledge that the Christians whom they persecuted are God’s real people – as in
the judgment, when believers will some kind of role in judging the world with Christ, and every non-believer will have
to confess Jesus as Lord. 

‘bow down / fall down at your feet’ (proskunew, proskune#) = “fall down, kneel, fall at one’s feet, genuflect; (in
other contexts) worship”

v10. ‘Hour of trial...’: Some interpret this prophetically to refer to persecution at the end times before Jesus’ return, which
is not warranted by this context. Here it is directed primarily to the Philadelphian Christians, who are already suffering,
and are to suffer more under subsequent Roman emperors of the 2nd century who furthered the persecution of Christians.
It could also be understood to refer prophetically not to the end times specifically, but to the rest of history – the state of
spiritual warfare from this time, through history, all the way until Jesus returns. Throughout history, and even today,
Christians have faced persecution in the world; they have also faced the same difficulties that others face, but handle things
in a noticeably different way that sets them apart from others. 

‘Keep you from...’: The Greek preposition (ek, ek ‘from, through’) is ambiguous, as it can mean “keep you from
(undergoing)” or “keep you through”, i.e., “protect, keep, preserve you through”. Here they were already undergoing trials
(persecution, being ostracized), and more was to come, as the 2nd century Roman emperors to follows would continue to
persecute Christians, even more harshly so than at this time (in this context, “whole world” likely refers to the known
world of the time, the Roman empire). The martyrdom of Christians had a great impact as an evangelistic witness in
showing non-believers the validity of the Christian faith, in clearly distinguishing the followers of God from those who
merely practices false religion, and it forced people to make a choice to follow Caesar or Christ. 

‘trial’ (peirasmo~, peirasmos) = “period or process of testing, trial, test, ordeal, testing, adversity, affliction, trouble;
(other contexts) attempt, temptation”

‘test’ (epeirasw > peirazw, peiraz#) = “test, test to prove one’s faith or character”; also in 1 Cor. 10.13, Heb. 2.18.
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Its use here is the same as ‘test’ in many Old Testament contexts (Gen. 22.1, Ex. 20.20, Deut. 8.2). The trials and
persecutions are to distinguish and set apart Christians from non-believers, which in turn can be an effective witness to
non-believers. Many Christians at that time accepted, even welcomed, persecution, even though they could have just given
lip service to worshipping the emperor and avoided Roman persecution. Their love of each other, faithfulness to God, and
martyrdom were a powerful witness. Also, when believers undergo difficulties, non-believers can notice their distinctively
different behavior, even when the Christians face the same difficulties as everyone else. A Christian’s attitude and behavior
sets him/her apart from others and serves as a witness.  This in turn partially answers the question of why Christians
undergo trials, or why people in general undergo difficulties – to distinguish God’s people from the rest. 
 ‘world’ (oikoumen, oikoumen) = “world, inhabited earth, humankind; the Roman Empire” – since at that time, the
empire was all the civilized world that people knew of. This is different from the term for ‘world’ used elsewhere in the
New Testament (kosmo~, kosmos), which is a bit more abstract or philosophical in meaning.

v11. In Greek olympic style athletic contests like those popular in this city, winners received a “victor’s crown”
(stefano~, stephanos), a laurel wreath placed on the winner’s head. The believers are encouraged to remain patient and
faithful. The Christian life is a race and a struggle, just like an athletic contest (1 Cor. 9:24, Gal. 2:2, Gal. 5:7, 2 Tim. 4:7,
Heb. 12:1). We struggle against ourselves – our own flesh, weaknesses and sin – and with our opponents, the world and
the devil that try to distract us and keep us from spiritual victory in all areas of our spiritual lives and service. 

The imminent return of Christ in Luke 12:39, 1 Thes. 5:2, Rev. 16:15 is to make us live responsibly as God’s servants;
here, it is a source of encouragement. This is “soon” in God’s timing, not ours, and means that it could happen at any time.

v12. This temple image suggests (1) stability and permanence – especially in light of disastrous earthquakes in the city’s
past; (2) closeness to God; (3) service and usefulness to God; (4) his approval. They are to receive a new heavenly nature
and identity in God’s eternal kingdom in which God will be with his people – a source of comfort and hope to people who
are social outcasts and face persecution and possible death. Their new identity will come from God and they will belong
to God (“write on him my new name”). 

Having a strong sense of our identity as children of God is important for spiritual maturity. It can shape our attitudes
and behavior. A sense of Christian identity can protect us from spiritual and psychological problems and instability,
worldly influences, and Satan’s attacks. And if we want to know ourselves and who we are, we have to know God well.
Paradoxically, if we focus on ourselves or begin by looking at ourselves, we cannot really know who we are.  Only if we
know our creator, his purposes, what he wants, and know his objective standards can we really know who we are. 


