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A Commendable Church

Revelation 3:7-13

Introduction:  In the book of Revelation chapters 2 and 3 we have the Lord Jesus Christ addressing the seven churches of Asia Minor.  These churches were the first Christian churches planted by Apostle Paul and his coworkers and they represented the center of the Christian faith during the 1st century A.D.  For the early years of Christianity these churches were the strongest and most faithful churches.  We know that Christian leaders such as Paul, Peter, John, Timothy, and others ministered in these churches and offered them leadership for many years.  For example the church in Ephesus was a large church and the missionary base from were Paul and the other Christian leaders would launch mission projects in the other provinces from Asia and in other lands too.  Now when Apostle John wrote the book of Revelation it was late 1st century probably even the beginning of the 2nd century and most of the early Christians leaders went to the Lord.  God gave John a long life and he outlived all the other apostles and early Christian leaders.  The situation to the end of the 1st century was different though.  This was not a time of strong and rapid expansion of Christianity as the first Christians experienced, but a time of severe persecution and also of struggles against false teachings.  These factors affected the Christian churches of that time especially these seven most prominent churches in Asia Minor.  Due to hardships, persecutions, and false teachings these churches began to loose their vitality and deep faith and dedication.  Their members were getting weaker and colder in their faith and began to ask, “Where is Jesus?  Why is this happening to us?  Doesn’t He see we are going through these though times?”  So this was a period of hardships and the result was spiritual coldness.

Illustration:  Many churches in our times experience growth and success under one particular leader.  They have a strong minister for many years and during these years they grow very much and everyone gets used with that leader and the way the church does things under the leadership of that particular leader.  Then one day that leader either goes to the Lord or retires and that church hires a new minister.  And that is when the troubles begin, when everyone is used with the good and glorious old days.  Unity Baptist Church here on Greenwood Street lost their relatively new minister, and many said he left because the church just could not go on without the minister before him who led Unity to growth and success.  Our sister church in Marbury AL, is in a similar situation.  They had a minister for many years and after he retired that’s when the troubles started and now they had two others ministers who left or were fired and now they have a third one and the church has only 20 members left out of 70.

It was a similar situation for the churches of Asia Minor at the end of the 1st century.  The Apostles were gone, the great old time of growth and successful evangelism through powerful preaching and miracles ended, plus now Christians were persecuted and false teachings were being accepted in the church.  So those who grew up during the good old times or became Christians during that time and still remembered it, asked, “Were is Jesus?  Why doesn’t He still work out miracles and initiate revivals and conversions as he did through the hands of the apostles?

It is in this context that Jesus answered them and said, “I am here.  In fact I have been with you all this time, and not only watched over you but I have watched your faith and dedication.  I know your deeds.”  This is how Jesus answers each one of these churches through apostle John.  He shows Himself to John and through him sends a personal message to every church and he begins by saying “I know your works, and I know the truth about you, here is what is still good about you and here is what is very wrong, give up what is wrong, repent and continue doing what is good.”  And Jesus rebukes and corrects these churches except two of them.  Out of His seven letters to these churches only two did not receive any sort of correction or rebuke.  The church in Smyrna, which he addresses in chp. 2:8-11 and the church in Philadelphia that we read about in our passage from chp. 3.  The other five are rebuked for spiritual coldness, or for allowing false teachings and immorality in the church, or for being dead, or for being lukewarm, and so on.  While the letter to the church in Smyrna is a challenge for them to remain faithful unto death, the letter to the church in Philadelphia is filled with compliments and praise.  Jesus commends this church for their real faith and dedication and strong willingness to serve the Lord in spite of hardships and limitations.  Let’s look this morning at the church that the Lord commends and see her genuine faith qualities.  You know there is no perfect church, and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ knows that, but there are some true characteristics of faith that any church should have and practice and which will make her a commendable church in God’s eyes.  So let’s look together at these aspects that would make any church, small or large, old or new, rich or poor, gifted or less gifted, and so on, commendable in God’s eyes.  God doesn’t necessarily look at what can be seen, although every church should struggle to grow, and be successful, have relevant facilities and ministries, great worship programs and so on.  All churches should bring God sacrifices by fulfilling all these important aspects, but God also looks deeper.  He wants to see the real faith and dedication of a church, and often times God commends that even though the church is not that strong in numbers, facilities, services, and so on.  God wants to see what the real heartbeat of a church is and how deep her faith and love goes.  Philadelphia was a truly faithful church and Jesus commended her for that and as a reward opened a door of great evangelistic opportunities for her.  So let’s look at her and see what was that Jesus commended her for:

1. Strong Determination.  

The first essential aspect that Jesus commends the church in Philadelphia for is strong determination.  In v.8 Jesus says, “I know that you have little power, and yet you have kept my word, and have not denied my name.”  This was a church with a strong determination to be a true church.  How do we see that this church in Philadelphia had a strong determination?  Jesus mentions here that this church had little power.  First, this can mean that it was probably a church with a small number of members, and so they did not have the human power, strength and abilities that churches with a large number of members has.  In a large church when the pastor and the other members say, “We need several young members or several young families to come and help with such and such work and ministry,” it’s not a problem.  From several hundred members there would volunteer very easily several of them.  It could have been that this church was small in numbers and therefore limited when it came to projects and ministries.  It could been that they were around 30 members, with half of them older and the other half working hard to keep their families and when it came to doing things at the church there was hardly somebody available.  And Jesus says, “I know this. I know how hard it is for you to want to do many things and just not be able.  And yet you are still truly devoted and because of that I am going to open a door for you and bless you with wonderful opportunities for reaching out to new possible members.”
Let me ask you a question:  “Have you ever been discouraged that there is so much to be done and yet so few to help?  That is the case in a smaller church.  But don’t get discouraged, don’t complain, and don’t fuss about it, for Jesus knows and if you remain faithful He will reward your faithfulness.”  “Have you seen church members fussing every time something should be done or a new project or ministry is proposed?”  They say, “O not again, we will not be able to do it, we are few and powerless, how would we do it?” and on and on they complain. 

Illustration: I took part at a meeting in a church, where the leaders and some church members discussed a new project.  In the beginning it looked like everybody was in favor of that project, and some were even excited about it.  And then it happened.  One person, only one person of those present asked a question, “What if we won’t be able do it?  Where are we going to get the necessary help? And on and on he kept complaining and fussing.  And I have seen how one by one like a domino effect fear, discouragement, and doubt began to overwhelm the others too.  In the end the project was dropped.  It took one member to doubt, complain, and fuss, for the others to get discouraged and give up that ministry.  And that member was a deacon, he was a leader in the church, he was supposed to encourage, support, and lead the others not to discourage. 

What type of church members and leaders are we?  Are we among those who fuss and complain in order to discourage or are we true church members and leaders who support and encourage?  Remember it takes one person to destroy a ministry.  Don’t you be that one.  It is better to be quiet and say nothing and just watch and see if the ministry or project will be fulfilled or not, than to originate fear, and discouragement.  God wants to do many things in many churches yet sometimes He can’t because of those who plant seeds of fear and discouragement.  The church in Philadelphia was probably small in membership and could not do a whole lot for the Lord but what they did they did it with dedication and without complaining and Jesus rewarded them for that.

Second, they could have been a larger church with more members, yet lacking enough resources.  Philadelphia was not a rich area.  In fact the city was placed on a earth rift and there were earthquakes quite often leaving the people poor.  So this church could have been large in numbers yet lacking resources and financial abilities.

Illustration:  There are today many large churches in lands like India, Africa, and China, yet because these regions are poor the churches members are poor.  But they are very faithful and dedicated.

The same was true about the church in Philadelphia.  It could have been a poor church, yet that did not stop her of being faithful and doing for the Lord whatever they could do.  Their poverty did not stop them however from serving the Lord with dedication and whatever they could do they did it gladly.  Today the funds question is always the question used to stop the work of the Lord.  Church leaders and members will say, “It’s a good project or ministry but we don’t have the money in the budged for it.”  I give you a free trick you can always use if you don’t want your church to do something.  Just say, “We don’t have the neccessary funds, “ and that will be enough to convince everyone to drop a possible plan or project.

Illustration:  Asbury Seminary had always been a smaller Seminary.  While other famous schools like Southern Baptist Seminary in Louisville, KY had over 3000 students, sometimes even 4000 students, Asbury had about 300 to 400 maximum, year after year since its beginnings.  Why?  The same old issue.  The trustees always said, “There are not enough funds.  We will never have millions of dollars necessary to expand the campus and the number of students.  In the mid 80’s a new president was elected.  His name was Dr. David McKenna.  He prayed and prayed to the Lord and God let him know that it was His will for the seminary to grow and open more schools and enroll more students, yet every time he proposed that to the board of trustees what did they say?  “Sorry it sounds nice, but there are no money in our budged for this.”  Dr. McKenna would not give up his vision and continued to pray.  There were others at the seminary who prayed together with him too.  One day he received a phone call and a lawyer from the estate of Ralph Waldo Beeson announced him that Beeson left the Seminary $75 million, to be used in the opening of 2 new schools, one of mission and evangelism and the other for preaching and leadership.  No one was able to say anything against the plans for expansion anymore.  God rewarded McKenna’s faithfulness.

Jesus says here, “Look I have set before you an open door, which no one is able to shut.”   That door could have been a door for reaching out new members as well as a door for bringing in the necessary funds.  Jesus will always reward a church that has strong determination, even if that church is small in members or small in resources.  If that church is determined to faithfully and gladly serve the Lord, the way and to the extent that the church can, the Lord will reward and open doors of new and wonderful opportunities.  So don’t look at numbers of members, budget funds, physical strength and so on.  Trust in God and serve Him without complain and fuss, and He will reward us and provide for our needs as a church and as an individual believer.

Illustration:  One day God told Abraham to take his only son Isaac, go up on Mount Moriah and bring Isaac as a sacrifice unto the Lord.  Why did God asked Abraham such a thing?  He put Abraham to a test to see if he has a strong and total determination to serve God to the end, even if this required the supreme sacrifice.  Abraham did what God asked him to do.  Abraham passed the test of total determination to serve the Lord no mater what and just when he was about to kill Isaac God said, “stop, “ and then there was a ram with its horns caught in a bush.  Abraham sacrificed the ram and then called that place “Jehova-Jirah,” which means God will provide.  

The church in Philadelphia showed strong determination to serve the Lord no matter what.  They had little power but very big determination and God provided them with an open door that no one was able to shut, and He will do the same for us if we are really willing and determined to serve Him with dedication no matter what.

2. True Obedience

The second characteristic of this church was true obedience.  First, they showed strong determination to serve the Lord, and second they showed true obedience to the Lord.  Jesus says here, “I know you have but little power, and yet you have kept my word…” This church kept Jesus’ word.  In other words they obeyed and followed His teachings and commandments as written in the Holy Scripture.  This powerless church was a Bible based, Bible educated, and Bible following church and Jesus commended her for that. They studied and memorized the Bible and then they applied its teachings and doctrines practically in church life and in their personal lives.  And Jesus commended them for that and opened a door of wonderful opportunities of growth for them.  Why did their obedience to Jesus’ word make Jesus set before them new opportunities for growth?  Jesus’ greatest commandment to us his followers is to go in the world and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in His name and teaching them to obey what he commanded us in the Scripture.  That is the greatest commission that Jesus gave us in Matthew 28:18.  But how can we make new disciples if we don’t know the Bible and apply it in our lives?  New Christian believers and members are made by teaching them the Scripture, and that is one of the main functions of the church, namely to be Bible based and Bible teaching.

The problem in our days is that churches are less and less focusing on teaching the Bible.  They bring in many people by having wonderful programs and great worship, yet they do very little to teach and preach the pure words of the Holy Scripture.  When a church ignores the Bible yet still grows that church doesn’t grow because Jesus opened new doors for them.  Jesus opens new doors for churches that know the Bible, apply it in their lives, and then teach it clearly and unchanged to new attendees.  Let me tell you this: when the Bible will cease to be preached and taught in a church, that church ceases to be a church that Jesus would commend.  That would become a church that Jesus would rebuke just like He did with the other churches in Asia Minor.  Look what He says for example to the church in Pergamum.  Read 2:14-16.  Look at the message to the next church, the one in Thyatira.  Read 2:20.  These were churches that departed from the pure words and teachings of the Bible and Jesus rebukes them.

Illustration:  A Christian scholar who wrote a book about mega-churches visited 153 such churches and interviewed many of their members.  He discovered several characteristics of mega-churches one of them being that such a large church is more like a corporation than a church.  It is like a mall that offers a little bit of everything for everybody.  One church had 80 different ministries from recovery groups, diet support groups, bookstores, to day care centers, yet very few Bible study groups.  He found that sermons most often focused on God's love, personal salvation, and practical advice for daily living. Sermons least often focused on the second coming of Christ and the end of the world (1 percent), and stewardship of time/money (5 percent).  Very few sermons about holiness, or the gravity of sin, or about the importance of knowing and applying the Bible in your daily life.  In one such church there were more groups reading the Da Vinci Code book than studying a book from the Bible.

In one sentence this is the message and mission of many mega-churches: “We offer you everything you need, you pay your contribution we offer you great services. God is good, He loves you so don’t worry if you sin a little bit in your life, nobody is perfect, we will give you practical tips for a successful life.”  Is this what Jesus teaches us here?  No.  Jesus calls us to be obedient to Him and know the Bible, apply it in our lives, and then teach it to others.  That is what a genuine church should regardless of its size.  A small church can also become ignorant to obeying the Bible and following its teachings.  What did Jesus did in his life and ministry while here in this world?  He taught people about God’s Kingdom with such power that everyone was amazed and transformed.  Of course he healed the sick, and fed the poor and restored the marginalized, but his main ministry was to teach and preach about God’s Kingdom and we have to follow His example if we want to be a church that He commends and helps to grow and be successful.  A church that Jesus commends and helps is a church that knows His Word and obeys His Word.  Obeying Jesus’ Words and following His commandments is a sign of true love toward Him.  How much do we love Jesus?  Do we love him so much that we obey His Words?  

1John 2:3-5 says, “Now by this we may be sure that we know him, if we obey his commandments.  Whoever says, ‘I have come to know him,’ but does not obey his commandments, is a liar, and in such a person the truth does not exists; but whoever obeys his word truly in this person the love of God has reached perfection.’”    

3.  Genuine Allegiance
The last characteristic for which Jesus commends this church is genuine allegiance.  They remained loyal to their Jesus, their Lord and Savior.  Again in the same verse in v.8 Jesus says, “I know that you have little power, and yet you have kept my word, and have not denied my name.”  They never denied Jesus; they remained loyal to him in spite of hardships, persecutions, and the attacks of Satan.  Jesus says here that Satan was using the local Jewish synagogue to attack and persecute the church in Philadelphia, but this church did not betray Jesus.  The Christians from Philadelphia showed genuine allegiance and loyalty to Jesus, and Jesus commended them for that.  

There are many ways in which a church can deny Jesus.  First, a church can became theologically liberal and deny Jesus by not holding to the right doctrines of the Bible.  Next, a church can deny Jesus by being a bad example in the community.  A church that is divided, a church were members hate each other, quarrel often with each other, or even brake off the church in two groups and one leaves is a church that denies Jesus.  A group of believers from a local church from our city are planning to leave that church.  Two of them came to see our building in hopes that they will buy it when they separate and form another church.  What kind of testimony are they for non-believers?  Not a good one.  Third a church can deny Jesus by becoming lukewarm and indifferent.  This happened to the church in Laodicea to which Jesus said, “you are neither cold nor hot, I wished you were either cold or hot, but because you became lukewarm I will spit you out of my mouth.”  The members of this church became double-minded.  They said they were Christians but in reality they were paying allegiance to other things and idols.  What keeps you and me from being loyal only to Jesus?  Whatever it is we should give it up and renew our total allegiance and devotion to God only.  The Bible says that God is a jealous God and He will not tolerate our infidelity.  So if there are other things and idols that take most of our time and energy we have to think seriously about them and give them up this morning, for Jesus demands us total allegiance.  And if we as members of this church will be genuinely loyal to Jesus, he will commend us for it.

Conclusion:  Jesus will be glad and rejoice over churches that show a strong determination to serve Him, that truly obey His word and that are truly loyal to Him.  These are the churches for which Jesus would open doors of wonderful opportunities that nothing and nobody can shut.  Think about this, it’s very important, and it is up to us all as members of this church, to make Jesus bless us.  Amen. 

