THE BEST IS YET TO COME

#7 Philadelphia: Seize The Day

March 1st, 2009 – Revelation 3:7-13


A teacher confronted a number of schoolboys who are about as hopeless as any kids could ever be. They are the castoffs of homes that didn’t want them any longer, so they were put away in a boarding school. But the teacher does not give up.  He cannot pass these boys off as mere misfits who will never achieve. He decides on a strategy of being outrageous. He will get their attention by doing anything off the wall, wild, as long as it might teach, as long as it might stir some boy’s interest in learning. This teaching superstar dresses in costumes; he creates learning games; he organizes dramas; he even founds a club, dedicated to reading classical literature, and brazenly calls his club the Dead Poets Society. As the weeks wear on the boys respond, they learn and begin to change. 

Finally, one day, in a burst of excitement, in the boldest of his outrageous teaching techniques, Robin Williams jumps up on his desk and begins to chant, Carpe diem Carpe diem. -Latin for seize the day. Carpe diem, seize the day, take the opportunity. His astonished pupils, not accustomed to seeing a teacher prancing on a desktop, are silent at first; but then they begin to see. They begin to hear, begin to feel. And one by one, hesitant at first, but finally rising to a mighty chorus, they shout it with him, Carpe diem. Carpe diem.  Seize the day. Seize the day. Doors of education and learning were available if they would just take advantage of the opportunities.
SEIZE THE DAY is the message we pick up from the sixth church, Philadelphia. From our trusty map we find this town about 60 miles north east of Ephesus and about 30 miles south of Sardis. Read Rev. 3:7-13. To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:  First let’s take our historical tour of this city:
HISTORICAL TOUR
Philadelphia was called  the city of brotherly love. Named after its founder Attalus II who was the ruler of the city of Pergamum (about 150 years before Jesus birth). We are told that Attalus cared so much for his brother Eumenes that he was known as Philadelphos, which literally means One who loves his brother. And so the city was named Philadelphia. The word Philadelphia comes from two Greek words: PHILEO, which means, love and the word ADELPHOS, which means brother.  Philadelphia means brotherly love. How many thought it was the US city that this phrase was coined? Sorry! Check out the stadium. Did you know that they were the only one of the cities to have professional sports (76’ers – Basketball; Eagle’s – football; Phillies - baseball; Flyers –hockey)? You don’t believe me do you? I don’t blame you. 
Philadelphia was nicknamed little Athens. Rome gave its citizens an open door to spread the Greek culture, language and manner of life to the east. A  missionary city – promoting pagan customs. One drawback was that it was located on the edge of a great volcanic plain which was fertile and perfect for grape growing. It’s proximity to active volcanoes was a constant threat. The city was often damaged by earthquakes, which resulted in a fear that kept a large part of the population from living within the city walls.  Strabo, an ancient geographer actually referred to Philadelphia as a city full of earthquakes. Whenever a tremor was felt a mass of people would rush out of the city, away from the possible dangers of falling buildings, and into the open plains. You’d have to think that would start getting on your nerves pretty quick. It was the centre of worship of the Greek god Dionysius, the god of wine – no surprise really. It was world-famous for its wines and hot springs that were said to have healing powers.  Today this prosperous Turkish town Alasehir is still known for its vineyards covering the hills. 
Jesus has nothing negative to say. The church was suffering persecution at the hands of the Jews that lived in the area, but these Christians were faithful to their calling. They were neither large in number, powerful or influential, but they were significant to Christ.  Out of all the cities it is Philadelphia that receives the greatest praise and no condemnation at all from the risen Christ. The church has such an impact in Philadelphia that long after the rest of Asia had fallen to the Muslims Philadelphia remained a Free Christian City amidst a sea of pagan people. This small church did not seem to have much power or influence yet doors of opportunity were before them. Like them we are also called to SEIZE THE DAY with the opportunity God opens before us.
I ‘M AN AWESOME GOD WITH AN OPEN DOOR POLICY
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. 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 (Revelation 3:7-8).

Don’t you just love that? Jesus is an AWESOME GOD with an OPEN DOOR POLICY.

Jesus is an Awesome God. Jesus does something completely unique as He describes His nature. It’s the only church in which Jesus identifies Himself in ways not previously revealed in John’s opening vision. He’s holy. The word means to cut. To be a cut above. Set apart. Jesus came as the spotless Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. Now He rules and reigns as King of Kings and Lord of Lords. Jesus is true. It means Jesus is authentic or genuine. We all know the slogan Coke is the real thing. Jesus is the real thing! Jesus is no cheap imitation or counterfeit Messiah. Every word that He speaks is the true word of God and that every promise He made will be kept. We can put all of our trust in Jesus Christ for He is perfect and trustworthy. He will never leave us nor forsake us. He will always be with us through whatever trail we may go through. Jesus is holy and true.

Jesus holds the key of David. The only other place where the key of David is referred to is in the book of Isaiah.
In that day I will summon my servant, Eliakim son of Hilkiah. I will clothe him with your robe and fasten your sash around him and hand your authority over to him. He will be a father to those who live in Jerusalem and to the house of Judah. I will place on his shoulder the key to the house of David; what he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open (Isaiah 22:20-22).

Eliakim was guardian of King Hezekiah’s treasures. Figuratively, these keys were placed on his shoulder signifying that he controlled all access to the king’s vast treasures. Only Eliakim could open the vault door giving access to Hezekiah’s riches. When he closed the door of the treasury no one could open it. Jesus is the greater Eliakim. Jesus has been handed the key of heaven’s treasury by God the Father. This key opens the doors leading into the rich blessing of God’s grace. Jesus is the one who opens and closes doors to salvation, circumstances, and ministry opportunities. Jesus alone unlocks access into the vast riches of God’s abundant grace.
Why would Jesus reveal Himself this way to this church? Because they had very little strength and few resources. We live in the day of the mega church. For those who worship and serve in smaller congregations this can be discouraging and even intimidating. We must remember that spiritual success is not dictated by the size of the buildings or budget, but by having great faith in an Awesome God. What matters is not how big or small a church is. What truly matters is how big their God is. It is far better to be a little church with a big God than to be a big church with a little God. Successful ministry depends upon trusting Him who alone can open doors of opportunity in our lives & community. What are you trusting God for today? How big is God in your life?
Jesus has an open door policy. See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut.      What door was open?  Paul described it this way. But I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, because a great door for effective work has opened to me (1 Corinthians 16:8-9). He also urges believers to pray for him that God would open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ (Colossians 4:3). Jesus is reminding us that the church is not a country club for the saints. The church is a mission outpost for a lost, hurting, and decaying society that needs desperately to hear about a Savior who loves them and gave His life for them on the cross. There is more to life than working  9 to 5 and struggling to find meaning and purpose in life.  The mission of the church is to be an agent of change in people’s lives! There is an oasis of rest (Jesus) from the battlefield called life. We have incredible opportunities to make a difference in the lives of people by connecting them to Jesus!
An open door is a God-given opportunity for expanded ministry. Open doors lead to unlimited ministry potential for Christ. They are pivotal windows leading to golden opportunities. Open doors lead to vast new horizons. There were 2 shoe salesmen who were being sent to another country to try and establish a new territory for their product. They were both sent to the same general area, but did not have contact with each other: One man finally wrote back this discouraging note to the company headquarters: Don't send any shoes; the natives don't wear any footwear! The other guy sent back a very different note about the same time:   Send all the shoes you've got, nobody here has any! One man SEIZED THE DAY the other did not. We are not selling shoes. We are lifting high the cross, the love of Christ proclaim till all the world adore His sacred name.  A door means nothing if it isn't used! 
When does God open doors?  Often when we are just being faithful in following His will. Faithfulness turns the key that unlocks an unlimited tomorrow. At the heart of faithfulness is trust in a sovereign God who often puts opportunities right in our lap. All we have to do is open up our eyes. Like the fellow who prayed every morning: Lord, if you want me to witness to someone today, please give me a sign to show me who it is. One day he found himself on a bus when a big, burly man sat next to him. The bus was nearly empty but this guy sat next to our praying friend. The timid Christian anxiously waited for his stop so he could exit the bus. But before he could get very nervous about the man next to him, the big guy burst into tears and began to weep. He then cried out with a loud voice, I need to be saved. I’m a lost sinner and I need a Savior. Won’t somebody tell me how to be saved? He turned to the Christian and pleaded, Can you show me how to be saved? The believer immediately prayed, Lord, is this a sign?  Often the opportunity is right before our eyes as we are just being faithful in following His will. 
Let us not get the impression that there is no struggle or difficulty involved. It is very interesting that the Chinese word for crisis is a combination of symbols for danger plus opportunity. That’s the way it is in God’s kingdom. Opportunity usually comes in the face of crisis and danger. As long as God desires a door of opportunity to remain open, it will. Remember when they were checking out the Promised Land? Joshua and Caleb saw the opportunity, not the danger. The other ten spies could only see the giants in the land, but Joshua and Caleb saw an Awesome God. Doubt looks at the barriers, obstacles, and difficulties, while trust is focused upon the open door. Doubt says, The obstacles are too great. It’ll never work. We’ve never done it that way before. Trust says, God is the one who is opening the door so let’s go through it. God’s part is to open the door, while our part is to walk through it. 

What do you prefer:  ARGH or AHHH? We do not need to open the door ourselves. If we do we will just end up  screaming ARGH!!!! We must patiently wait for the opportunities to open up. This leaves us with AHHH!!! You see the difference? One is an expression of frustration, irritation, and anxiety. The other is a release of all those other things, resting in the grace of God. There’s a story about a guy who happened to be visiting a friend who took him to an old one-room church building in the backwoods of Arkansas. He didn’t realize what kind of church it was until the minister started pulling rattlesnakes out of a burlap bag & passing them up one side of the aisle & down the other. The man had never seen anything like this before, and he certainly wasn’t interested in somebody handing him a snake! Frantically, he began turning one way & then another, looking for a way out. But the only exit he could see was up past where the preacher was passing out the snakes. Turning to the guy next to him he asked, Where is the back door? I’ve got to get out of here! The man answered, We don’t have one. The visitor replied, Alright then, Where would you like one?  Which do you prefer? ARGH or AHHH?  I prefer AHHH myself. Say….AHHH!
What open door has God placed before you?  Have you ever stood in front of an open door, trying to decide whether to go through the door or not? Have you ever had a door of opportunity open to you, but you were not sure what to do about it? Have you ever reflected on your life and looked back at the doors that were open to you, but at the time for various reasons, you did not know the door was open? Sometimes we are blind and fail to see the open doors. Ask God for grace so that you may not miss any open doors that He may place before you.  Ask God for wisdom to know when the door is open and patience to wait for His timing so that you do not end up trying to knock down a door yourself that is not open yet. To do so will only leave you frustrated rather than resting in the peace of God!
I’VE GOT YOU COVERED WITH INCREDIBLE PROMISES & BLESSINGS


Promise of preserving. Since you have kept my command to endure patiently I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth. I am coming soon. Hold on… (Rev. 3:10). The hour of trial is understood to be a time of intense trouble that will fall on the world before Christ comes again. Seems like those days. We have a marvelous promise here. God the Father’s preserving hand.
Patience has a way of bringing an incredible blessing. Just ask Abraham Lincoln. His list of failures is embarrassing: 1832 lost job and was defeated for state legislature; 1833 failed in business; 1835 sweetheart died; 1836 had nervous breakdown; 1838 defeated for Illinois House Speaker; 1843 defeated for nomination for Congress; 1846 elected to Congress but lost renomination in 1848; 1849 rejected for land officer for Illinois; 1854 defeated for U.S. Senate;  1856 defeated for nomination for Vice President;  1858 again defeated for U.S. Senate; but in 1860 elected President. Most of us would have given up a long time ago but Lincoln persevered.  We may feel like giving up in the trials that we presently face. If we are patient God the Fathers preserving hand will see us through every trial even though He may not bring us completely out of every trial. He just asks us to hold on for the ride.
In 1912, 39 year old, Rev. John Harper a Scottish preacher was making a transatlantic trip to preach at the Moody Church in Chicago. The ship he sailed on was the Titanic. We all know the story about the disaster but do you know the story of John Harper? Harper like many others ended up in the water, and as people desperately tried to survive in the chilled waters, Harper swam to them. The minister asked people in the water if they knew Jesus. Eventually, Harper approached a passenger clinging to a jagged piece of wood and he pleaded for the man to trust Christ. The minister was completely exhausted at this point. As he succumbed to the conditions and went under the water to his death, Harper said, Believe on the Lord Jesus Christ, and you shall be saved. A few years later at a meeting of survivors of the Titanic, the final man who encountered John Harper told the group that he had been saved twice that night. He trusted Christ as his personal Savior and had been rescued from the deep Atlantic seas. He said, Alone in the night with two miles of water under me I believe, I am John Harpers’ last convert.  A promise to preserve!
Promise of permanence. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it (Revelation 3:12). Remember what I said about Philadelphia being in a volcanic area. Often the only parts of the city left standing after a severe quake were the huge stone temple columns. When you visit ancient ruins you will notice that often all that is left standing are the pillars. In the Jerusalem temple which was destroyed in 70 A. D., there were two great pillars in front of the building, one called Jachin (which means "established, permanent"), and the other Boaz ("strength").    A pillar is an ancient symbol of security, permanence and strength. 
In 1979 in a refugee camp in KHAM PUT, THAILAND a 19 year old girl arrived that had escaped the Khmer Rouge terror with about 100 others. They had fled Cambodia through jungles, canals, and mountains. Standing between them and freedom at one point were a large number of communist soldiers and the elements. There was a large field of thorns they couldn't cross because most did not have foot wear, so they went through a valley between 2 large mountains. The darkness was so bad they couldn't see, they didn't know where to step, suddenly she told how hundreds of fireflies swarmed into view, their glow was enough to get through the dark path. When they finally arrived at the refugee camp they were ministered to by a small number of Christians with very limited resources. She was invited that night to one of their services and when she entered the room she looked up at a picture and said, I know that old man. He is the one who led us out of Cambodia and into Thailand to our freedom. She was pointing to a picture of Jesus hung on the wall by this small group of Christians!


Never again will he leave it, says Jesus. This promise of Jesus to never leave is a reference to the experience of these refugees that had to flee Cambodia or Philadelphians who frequently had to flee the city because of the earthquakes. Jesus says we will never leave the presence of God. He will make us a permanent fixture in the heavenly temple. We are but strangers here. Heaven is our real home.  A promise of permanence!
Promise of position. I will write on him 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 him my new name (Rev. 3:12).

We will be given 3 names: (1) The name of God describes the relationship we have with Jesus as children of God.
(2) The name of the city of God describes the blessings of our heavenly citizenship. No more death, mourning, crying or pain. Sin has been conquered forever (Rev. 21&22).  We are covered with promises & blessings!

Danny Wuerffel won a national championship with the Florida Gators and the Heisman Trophy in 1996. He was drafted by the New Orleans Saints. One day he visited the Desire Street Ministries, a Christian outreach in one of the city’s toughest, most impoverished neighborhoods. Just a few miles from the Superdome where he played football. Whenever he was in town he hung out at the ministries after – school  program, playing basketball, attending Bible study, and forming friendships. He used his celebrity status to raise money for the ministry. Over the next seven years he played for four NFL teams, but he always returned to New Orleans – and Desire Street –in the off –season. He said,

Driving down Canal Boulevard, I’d have to turn right to go practice football and left to go to Desire. And it was getting harder and harder to turn right. A month later, he retired from football. Today he is Desire Street Ministries Executive Director. Danny SEIZED THE DAY at an important road in his life. May we do the same.
Doors of opportunity are before you. As we commune this morning we remember one who was dead but is alive forevermore. They shut the door of death, but on the third day the stone was rolled away, an open door that no one is able to shut? Jesus Seized The Day so that we might have new life and forgiveness of sin. Let us boldly proclaim, When doors of opportunity come our way let us seize the day for our Lord Jesus Christ!  AMEN!
