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“To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: These are the words of him who is holy and 
true, who holds the key of David. What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can 
open. 8 I know your deeds. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut. I 
know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name. 9 I 
will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but 
are liars—I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved 
you. 10 Since you have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour 
of trial that is going to come on the whole world to test the inhabitants of the earth. 
11 I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. 12 The one 
who is victorious I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will they leave it. I 
will write on them the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new 
Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on them my 
new name. 13 Whoever has ears, let them hear what the Spirit says to the churches. 

I. A	Model	of	Excellence	
A. God	Loves	Humility	

Of the seven churches in Asia that received a letter from Jesus, the church at 
Philadelphia is one of only two churches to get a clean bill of health. Philadelphia and 
Smyrna had this in common: they were humble people. Sardis thought themselves to be 
a church full of life. They were dead. The Laodicean church boasted they were rich (they 
were bankrupt in every sense). However, Smyrna had no misgiving about the fact they 
were a poor church. Jesus said they were rich. Philadelphia did not try to cover up the 
fact they were a church of little strength, yet they stood strong and unwavering.  
God honors humility but condemns pride, haughtiness, and arrogance. This theme runs 
throughout scripture. Lucifer’s fall was due to pride. Adam and Eve fell in part because of 
pride of life. Nebuchadnezzar was cursed by God with seven years of insanity to knock 
him off his prideful pedestal. James tells us that God resists the proud but gives grace to 
the humble.  
Jesus constantly warned his disciples to always walk in humility and not to let their 
success in ministry go to their heads. God heard the prayer of the humble publican but 
rejected the boastful, self-inflated prayer of the Pharisee. Is there any truth in scripture 
that is clearer than the fact that God has no stomach for human arrogance? 
In 2015 LeBron James led the Cavaliers to the NBA finals against the Warriors. After the 
Cavaliers lost Game 5, James was asked why he was so confident entering Game 6 on 
Tuesday with his team clearly overmatched yet again. “I’m confident because I’m the best 
player in the world,” he said. “It’s as simple as that.” The Cavs lost game 6 and the 
championship. Pride goes before destruction and a haughty spirit before a fall. I had 
posted on Facebook that James’s arrogance would cost him greatly. I had a friend who 
loved the Cavs and became rather irritated I was slamming his hero. But this had nothing 
to do with trash talking. This was a Biblical principle. Pride and haughtiness precede 
great failure.  
The two churches that walked in humility got great reviews from God. This is not rocket 
science. We can, and should, be grateful for God’s blessings, but we cannot be boastful. 
Pride is another powerful tool satan uses to bring down the saints. Moses spoke to the 
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rock and saw God bring forth water. The second time around, Moses smote made a 
flowery speech and smote the rock with the staff, turning God’s miracle into a cheap 
sideshow. That cost Moses entrance into the promised land.  
God used a humble shepherd boy to defeat Goliath and the Philistines. But David was 
seduced by pride and made serious mistakes. He numbered Israel and caused the death 
of 70,000 innocent people. He stole another man’s wife while that man was away in 
battle, then plotted the murder of the husband to cover his own sins. David’s gradual loss 
of humility and innocence is one of the most heart-wrenching stories in scripture. Many a 
modern day pastor or evangelist who may have begun in humility and sincerity have 
been known to ruin their ministry when success and popularity poisoned them with pride 
and arrogance. Jimmy Swaggart is perhaps the most well-known victim of pride. As his 
ministry grew, so did his ego. I remember seeing him on television boast, “My cousin 
Jerry Lee Lewis and I have the fastest fingers in the world.” That kind of comment had no 
place whatsoever in a sermon. We are all aware of his great fall.  
Marvin Gorman brought Jimmy Swaggart down, catching him visiting a motel room with a 
prostitute. Marvin used to host the biggest annual pastor’s school in the United States. I 
had a friend who paid the money to go to Gorman’s pastor’s school. He came back 
impressed when Gorman had told them how he had trained his staff and church to honor 
and serve him as their pastor. He boasted that there is always someone waiting in the 
parking lot to open his car door. There is always someone to carry his brief case for him. 
There are always volunteers to help him take off and put on his overcoat. He boasted that 
people line up for the opportunity to serve him. Marvin Gorman was eventually caught in 
adultery and lost his church, his ministry and filed bankruptcy.  
Numerous Mega-church pastors have fallen in the past 10 years. Too much success, too 
fast. Too much pressure to live up to the hype. Too much pride. Too much popularity and 
fame.  

B. About	Those	Doors	
The most common interpretation of this passage is to think of the doors as doors 
opportunity or divine direction. That was most likely not even in the minds of the original 
readers of this letter. The context of this letter mentions once again those who are of the 
synagogue of satan (false Jews). The Christians had been mercilessly banned from the 
synagogues by the Jews. When Jesus says he has the key of David, the allusion is to 
one who has the ultimate authority to determine who belongs in the kingdom. Jesus 
reassures the Christians at Philadelphia that even though earthly authorities may exclude 
them, He has the sole power and authority to determine who is and who is not admitted 
into His kingdom. Holding the key and commanding total authority over open and closed 
doors speaks about the ultimate authority of Christ. While I would not argue that we 
cannot or should not make the opportunity or divine direction application, we should do 
so with caution. I think most of us are aware of times we forced doors open that we 
should have never gone through, or even seen doors slammed shut by wicked or ungodly 
people that should have never been shut. Missionaries have been denied access into 
areas that needed the gospel. We have sometimes forged ahead with our own plans only 
to discover we took a wrong turn. The application to admission into God’s kingdom 
makes much more sense and is not as sloppy as the other, especially considering the 
metaphor of Christ himself being the door and the only entrance to the Father.  
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II. A	Model	of	Dismal	Failure	
“To the angel of the church in Laodicea write: 

These are the words of the Amen, the faithful and true witness, the ruler of God’s creation. 15 I 
know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! 16 So, 
because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my 
mouth. 17 You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.’ But you do not 
realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. 18 I counsel you to buy from me gold 
refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your 
shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. 

19 Those whom I love I rebuke and discipline. So be earnest and repent. 20 Here I am! I stand at 
the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in and eat with that 
person, and they with me. 
21 To the one who is victorious, I will give the right to sit with me on my throne,just as I was 
victorious and sat down with my Father on his throne. 22 Whoever has ears, let them hear what 
the Spirit says to the churches.” 

The contrast of these two letters side by side is breathtaking. Jesus lavished praise on 
the good people at the church of Philadelphia. In the next breath, Jesus has nothing but 
scathing rebuke for the Laodicean church.  
Those who foolishly try to make the seven churches depict seven church ages are very 
fond of accusing the church of the end times as being a Laodicean church, an insipid, 
lukewarm church awash in smug complacency and self-sufficiency. While we might be 
tempted to write off the American church as past its prime, we have to remember the 
church is on the move in other parts of the world. We, the American church, do not 
represent the entire church. We are a small part of the worldwide church.  
Let’s take a closer look at the original Laodicean church to better understand the scathing 
letter. The church had two major problems. 

A. Lukewarm	
Laodicea was famous for its water. We lived in the Sierra Nevada Mountians of Northern 
California for several years. The towering mountains collected several feet of snow 
throughout the winter months then gradually melted off through the summer filling the 
rivers and creeks with fresh, clean snow-melt water. The little town we lived in pumped 
their water straight out of the creek into the homes with no filtering and no chemical 
treatment. Each mountain town boasted of their water, but Dunsmuir posted a sign at the 
entrance of their laying claim to the purest water in the world.  
That was not the case with Laodicea. Their water was well known for being disgusting – 
full of lime and sediment. Lacking their own adequate source of suitable drinking water, 
Laodicea piped their water in front miles away through stone lined conduits. It was wet, 
but it wasn’t cold and refreshing. By contrast, other cities may have enjoyed snow-melt 
water from the mountains. And Hierapolis to the north boasted of the natural hot water 
springs found in their locale.  
While Laodicea was famous for its boring lukewarm water, the Laodicean church was 
noted for its spiritual lukewarmness. When Jesus said He would rather them be hot or 
cold, we should not think of that as being spiritually hot or spiritually cold, but rather 
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having some particular usefulness like hot water for bathing and therapy or cold water for 
refreshment. What Jesus is saying specifically to the Laodicean church is, “You know 
what you remind me of? You remind me of the water in your city that all of you constantly 
complain about. Lukewarm and having not particularly compelling attractiveness or 
purpose.” It was a powerful rebuke the congregation would have easily understood.  

B. Self-deluded	
The boast is pathetic. “17 You say, ‘I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a 
thing.’ But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked” 
Again Jesus compares the church to the situation in the city of Laodicea. Laodiceans 
were proud of their city, which was a wealthy banking center. Even when Laodicea 
suffered great damage in 60 A.D. due to an earthquake, they refused to accept disaster 
relief funds from the government, opting rather to fund their own restoration. They were 
proud of their prosperity.  
The church was equally proud of their own self-sufficiency. Rich, increased with good, 
having need of nothing. Those words are frightening.  
Laodicea was famous for its eye salve, made from Phrygian powder. It was probably 
worthless by medical standards, but they had an effective marketing campaign and plenty 
of buyers. This is why Jesus counseled them to buy eye salve from Him.  
The suffering churches in Revelation recognized their need for God. Laodicea foolishly 
declared their self-sufficiency. They had all the money and resources they needed. They 
had no enemies, no persecutors, so no special need for God’s protection.  
While the 21st century worldwide church may not be Laodicean, there is not a better 
description of the 21st century American church. The American church is rich, and 
increased with goods, and, for the most part, unpersecuted. Christians in other parts of 
the world are suffering far more than American Christians. ISIS has been conducting 
mass executions of Christians in Middle East countries for the past few years. We don’t 
see that here in the U.S. We are too rich and too comfortable. What would Jesus say to 
us if He wrote us a letter? Richard Stearns of World Vision said, “If the Book of 
Revelation were written today, and there was a letter to the American church, I think it 
would decry the fact that our materialism and wealth have deafened our ears and blinded 
our eyes to the cause of the poor.”  
A Russian visitor observed that American Christian youth are far more materialistic than 
their Russian counterparts. A young Jewish convert to Christianity suggested if someone 
created a religion that is totally opposite of every thing the Beatitudes taught, they would 
have American Protestantism. Dr. Martin Luther King said, “If the [American church] does 
not recapture the sacrificial spirit of the early church, it will lose its authentic ring, forfeit 
the loyalty of millions, and be dismissed as an irrelevant social club with no meaning for 
[this] century.” 
So, what should we do? Let this sermon go in one ear and out the other? Or should we 
get before God and repent of our self-sufficiency and recognize that no matter how rich 
and healthy we might be, we desperately need God. If we live with that desperation every 
day of our lives, God will honor that. The last thing we should ever do is live as though we 
don’t need God.  


