Revelation overview 4. (Revelation 3:7 - 13)

“I will make those who are a synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but liars – I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you.” (Jesus Christ, Revelation 3:9). To preach these words into today’s religiously and racially charged environment would not only be socially unacceptable, it would be politically dangerous. But at the time that our risen Lord spoke these words to his struggling church in Philadelphia, the first century religious-political climate was no less charged than it is today. So is Jesus guilty of purposely inciting political and religious intolerance?
In order to explain the origins of anti-Semitism that has existed in our world for the past 2000 years, Vic Alhadeff, CEO of the NSW Jewish Board of Deputies, recently made the following statement in a recent letter to The Sydney Morning Herald, “[Anti-Semitism] stems from the fact Christianity took a different religious path from Judaism, from the notion that Jews were held responsible for the death of Jesus…” What Mr. Alhadeff is referring to is that as Christianity marched forward from its humble beginnings to a position of world-wide influence, many Jews who did not accept Jesus as their Messiah began to feel increasingly alienated and vulnerable. Sadly, things turned even worse as some Church and State leaders began to show hostility towards the Jews for rejecting Jesus and the Christian faith. But ironically, if we return to the first century, we find the reversal of this situation. 
2000 years ago, when Rome ruled the world, everyone living in the Empire was required to pledge their national allegiance by worshipping Caesar and the Roman gods. However, to maintain political peace with Judaism, which was a well established and ancient religion, the Roman government reluctantly made exceptions for the Jews. At first, Christians were also exempted from this worship because they were viewed as a Jewish sect. We must remember that the Christian faith began with a Jewish Messiah, was established through the teaching of Jewish apostles, and grew rapidly through the conversion of thousands of first century Jews. Furthermore, the Bible records that Jesus and his apostles often taught at the Jewish temple and in various Jewish synagogues. But over time Christianity became separated from Judaism as an increasing number of influential Jewish leaders began to officially reject Christianity (especially as Jewish Christians began to worship and fellowship with non-Jewish Christians). Once Christianity and Judaism were finally divorced, Christians lost their protection under Judaism and began to face harsh penalties for refusing to worship Caesar and the Roman gods. At this time, many Jewish Christians were also kicked out of their synagogues and subsequently shunned by their communities and families. 
At the time Revelation was written, the Christians at Philadelphia were obviously finding being sandwiched between Roman and Jewish persecution almost too much to bear. Jesus acknowledged this saying, “I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and not denied my name.”  (3:8) But Jesus went on to proclaim that, despite the denial of Satan and the Jewish leaders, he is indeed God’s Messiah, and he holds the key to the eternal kingdom that God had promised Israel’s King David. Therefore, while some of these believers were apparently facing the slammed doors of their local synagogues, Jesus declares, “See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut.” (3:8)
 In chapter 4 of Revelation we discover that the apostle John (also a Jew) was allowed to see through this open doorway into heaven. He testifies that from this heavenly vantage point there is new hope and perspective for believers who are running out of strength. On earth this church was exiled from Jerusalem, but in heaven they are citizens of the New Jerusalem. On earth they couldn’t enter their own synagogues, but in heaven they would become pillars in God’s glorious temple (3:12). On earth Christians may feel like nobodies, but in heaven we will rule with Christ (3:11). On earth we may be disowned for Jesus’ sake, but in heaven Jesus will call us his own and make our enemies confess that we were right to trust in him. The door to heaven will be shut to all those who reject God’s Son. But to all people from every nation who put their faith in him, Jesus has opened the doorway into heaven. 
