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INTRODUCTION 

     Back in 80’s, John Cougar Mellencamp had a minor hit that went something like this: 

Everyone needs a hand to hold on to 
Everyone needs a hand to hold on to 

Don’t need to be no strong hand 
Don’t need to be no rich hand 

Everyone just needs a hand to hold on to (Slide 1) 
 

Mellencamp was right in that we all hold on to something in life. Especially when things get 

tough. What are you holding on to this morning? Relationship. Career. Reputation. 

Accomplishment. We all hold on to something. What are you holding on to? 

     For the church in Philadelphia, things were tough. They were a tiny church in the midst of a 

large and hostile Jewish population. Their church was strategically situated in a “gateway city” – 

meaning there was major traffic flow through this city. (Slide 2) But they were a small church 

with few resources. Yet they were faithful. And they were weary. And so, Jesus comes to this 

weak and weary church and says: “Hold fast what you have, so that no one may seize your 

crown.” Hold on to what you have. What they have is Jesus. But they were tempted to loosen 

their grasp. 

     Maybe you can relate to “weak and weary.” Your hold on Jesus is slipping. Or maybe you’ve 

let go of him and grabbed hold of someone or something else. The message for Philadelphia, 

and us, is simple: Hold on to Jesus. Hold on to Jesus by knowing he holds you. Hold on to Jesus 

by holding on to his Word. Hold on to Jesus by holding on to his reward. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
1. HOLD ON TO JESUS BY KNOWING HE HOLDS YOU 

First, hold on to Jesus by knowing he holds you! How does he hold you? In his power. Look 

at verses 7-10… 

 



Hold on to Jesus 
Rev. 3:7-13 

 2 

“And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: ‘The words of the holy one, the 
true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no 
one opens. (Rev. 3:7) (Slide 3) 

 
     The references to Jesus’ power are stacked up like cars on I-5 in Seattle. Jesus begins by 

describing himself as the holy one, the true one. In Revelation 6:10 God is described as holy 

and true. These attributes point to Jesus’ deity. In Isaiah, “holy” is used exclusively of 

Yahweh as part of his title “The Holy One of Israel.” Just as Yahweh exercises complete 

power and authority over his creation, so Jesus, God the Son, exercises power and 

authority over his creation.  

     Jesus’ also describes himself as the one who has the key of David. Again, this speaks to 

his power. The “key of David” is a reference to Isaiah 22:20, 22. 

“In that day I will call my servant Eliakim the son of Hilkiah… And I will place on his 
shoulder the key of the house of David. He shall open, and none shall shut; and he shall 
shut, and none shall open.” (Isa. 22:20, 22) (Slide 4) 

 

Familiar language. Eliakim served King Hezekiah (a descendant of King David). Eliakim was 

given all power and authority in Hezekiah’s kingdom. Basically, he ran Hezekiah’s 

government. So, that’s what it means that the government is on Eliakim’s shoulders. 

Eliakim’s role points to Jesus’s greater role. It’s similar to the famous prophecy in Isaiah 9:6, 

“For to us a child is born, to us a son is given; and the government shall be upon his 
shoulder…” (Isa. 9:6) (Slide 5) 

 
Where the government of Hezekiah’s kingdom was upon Eliakim’s shoulders, the 

government of the kingdom of God and the government of the universe – is upon Jesus’s 

shoulders! He holds the keys! 

      

      

     That’s how he can say he is the one “who opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no 

one opens…” That’s how he can say “I have set before you…no one is able to…I will 

make…I will keep.” You hold on to Jesus by remembering he holds you in his power. Here’s 

the payoff. He says to the church in Philadelphia: 
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Because you have kept my word about patient endurance, I will keep you from the hour 
of trial that is coming on the whole world, to try those who dwell on the earth.” (Rev. 
3:10) (Slide 6) 

 

I will keep you… I will hold you… This isn’t a promise to keep them from physical suffering 

it’s a promise to hold them through physical suffering. It’s a promise of spiritual protection 

not physical protection. Elsewhere, Jesus says, “In the world you will have trouble. But 

take heart; I have overcome the world.” Jesus won’t keep you from trouble but he’ll keep 

you through trouble. 

     The church in Philadelphia was small and weak. This little church faced various troubles. 

And our little church too faces various troubles. And Jesus says to them, and to us, “hold on 

to me by knowing I hold you. I hold you in my power.” 
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How else does he hold you? In his love. Look at verse 9… 
 
“Behold, I will make those of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews and are 
not, but lie—behold, I will make them come and bow down before your feet, and they will 
learn that I have loved you.” (Rev. 3:9) (Slide 7) 
 
How does the church in Philadelphia know Jesus loves them? Because he died for them. 

That’s the primary God shows his love for all of us. “God shows his love for us in that while 

we were still sinners, Christ died for us.” (Rom. 5:8) (Slide 8) 

That’s the gospel. We are more sinful and flawed than we dared believe. But, in Christ, we 

are also more loved and accepted than we ever dared hope! The gospel is the primary way 

we know Jesus loves us. We’re often tempted to measure God’s love for us based on our 

circumstances. But the cross is the true measure of God’s love. Listen to the cross not your 

circumstances. 

     The weak and weary church in Philadelphia needed to know that Jesus held them. He held 

them in power and love. Reminds me of one of my favorite hymns. 

When I fear my faith will fail, 
Christ will hold me fast; 

When the tempter would prevail, 
He will hold me fast. 

I could never keep my hold 
Through life’s fearful path; 
For my love is often cold, 

He must hold me fast.  
 

He will hold me fast, 
He will hold me fast, 

For my Savior loves me so, 
He will hold me fast. (Slide 9) 
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     The church in Philadelphia was weak and weary. Fear and discouragement were 

temptations. They needed to hold on to Jesus by knowing he held them. It’s the same for us. 

Jesus doesn’t promise to keep us from trouble but he does promise to keep us through 

trouble. Troubles come in different shapes and sizes. What troubles are you facing? What 

are you afraid to face this week or this month? Our troubles and fears are opportunities to 

strengthen our hold on Jesus. Elizabeth Eliot put it this way: 

“Does our faith rest in having our prayers answered as we think they should be 
answered, or does it rest on that mighty love that went down into death for us? We 
can’t really tell where it rests, can we, until we’re in real trouble.” (Slide 10) 
 

The church in Philadelphia was in real trouble. Many of you are too. The message: Hold on 

to Jesus by knowing he holds you. He holds you in power and love. 
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2. HOLD ON TO JESUS BY HOLDING ON TO HIS WORD 

Next, this church is told to Hold on to Jesus by holding on to his Word! One of the ways we 

hold on to his Word is by keeping his Word. Look at verses 8b, 10-11… 

 
“I know that you have but little power, and yet you have kept my word and have not denied 
my name… Because you have kept my word about patient endurance… I am coming soon. 
Hold fast what you have, so that no one may seize your crown.” (Rev. 3:8b, 10a, 11) (Slide 
11) 
 
We hold on to Jesus’ Word by keeping it – or obeying it. This weak, little church applied 

Jesus’ word to their actual lives. Not perfectly but substantially. They kept his Word about 

sex, telling the truth, forgiving one another and asking for forgiveness. And though they were 

under great pressure from the Jews in their city, they were not ashamed of Jesus. Likely, they 

patiently endured ridicule, threats, and financial loss for Jesus’ sake. Whatever it was, they 

kept Jesus’ Word. And they are to keep on holding on to his Word. 

     We too hold on to Jesus by keeping his Word. Step one in keeping his Word is actually 

knowing his Word. Do we regularly read his Word? We are bombarded with cultural voices. 

We’re told that the good life is being fifteen pounds lighter, looking ten years younger, and 

living without any constraints: sexual or otherwise. And you know what, after hearing it over 

and over we begin to believe it. Reading Jesus’ Word is not a moral checklist but an invitation 

to live in a different world. Do we know Jesus’ Word? 

     And are we actually applying Jesus’ Word? I’m not talking perfectly but substantially. I’m 

not talking obeying so that you can be accepted but obeying because you’re already 

accepted in Jesus. The latest round of gifted preacher caught in adultery underscores our 

need to apply the Word. It underscores our need to be in community. Let me be blunt. 

“What are you hiding?” I invite you to come out of hiding. Talk to someone today. Or, 

“Where are you scared?” We need home groups where we can come out of hiding and share 

our fears. We hold on to Jesus by keeping his Word. 
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How else do we hold on to his Word? By sharing his Word. Look at verse 8a… 
 
“‘I know your works. Behold, I have set before you an open door, which no one is able to 
shut… Behold, I will make those of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews and 
are not, but lie—behold, I will make them come and bow down before your feet, and they 
will learn that I have loved you.” (Rev. 3:8-9) (Slide 12) 
 
To this small, weak church King Jesus says, “I have set before you an open door…” Likely, this 

open door is a reference to an open door for sharing the good news of Jesus. Paul spoke of 

open doors in this way (1 Cor. 16:9; 2 Cor. 2:12; Col. 4:3). It’s counterintuitive, I know. But 

sharing the good news of Jesus strengthens our hold on him. And for Philadelphia, this open 

door includes the large and powerful and hostile Jewish community. 

     I wonder how this church reacted when first receiving this message?! “Jesus, this is 

Philadelphia you’re talking to…the Jews here are not big fans…I don’t even know how to 

begin that conversation?” Jesus says, “I have set before you an open door…I will make them 

come and bow down…” means that some of these hostile Jews will become followers of 

Jesus. Jesus kicks open a door that seemed locked. 

     Reminds me of the little church in San Salvador, the capital city of San Salvador. In this 

city, the neighborhoods are controlled by rival gangs. In one neighborhood, a tiny Baptist 

church sits on a narrow street. And many former gang members are miraculously becoming 

members of the church. One of the newest members is 24-year old Jose. Tattooed from 

head to toe, he’s been out of jail for 10 days. He received Jesus when a pastor visited him in 

jail. Apparently, Jesus is changing lives because it’s the evidence of personal transformation 

that makes all the gang members in San Salvador respect evangelical Christianity. In fact, 

current gang members check up on former members to make sure they are the real deal. As 

Jose said, “I’m a Christian. And the gang respects that. But if I fail as a Christian, they will kill 

me.” That’s incentive to believe the gospel! 
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     Jesus can open doors in the midst gang violence. He can open doors for ministry in 

Spokane too. Just this week, I talked to a young man who described himself as a “lifelong 

committed atheist.” He couldn’t even believe he was talking to me. What a joy to share the 

Word! My hold on Jesus was strengthened.  

     In our culture, it can feel like all closed doors. But if you listen closely to our culture, you 

can hear a longing for something more. Jesus sometimes open unlikely doors. Many of us are 

living proof! All of us are called to share the Word. Where might be some open doors in your 

life? Neighbor, friend, family member. Ask Jesus to open the door wide! He holds the key. 

And ask him to show you how to share his Word. When to speak. When to listen. Of course, 

if he closes doors too. In the end, we are called to simply share the Word. Jesus has to open 

the door. Are you afraid to share his Word? The church in Philadelphia was afraid too. If he 

can open doors in Philadelphia and San Salvador, he can open doors in Spokane too – no 

matter how closed they may seem right now. Hold on to Jesus by sharing his Word. 

 

Jesus calls his church to hold on to him by remembering he holds us and by holding on to his 

Word. We hold on to his Word by keeping it and by sharing it. 
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3. HOLD ON TO JESUS BY HOLDING ON TO HIS REWARD 

Finally, we hold on to Jesus by holding on to his reward. 
 
What reward does he promise? A pillar in God’s presence. Look at verse 12… 
 
“The one who conquers, I will make him a pillar in the temple of my God. Never shall he go 
out of it…” (Rev. 3:12a) (Slide 13) 
 
The reference to “pillar” and “temple” are both figurative. Here, to be a “pillar” means to be 

like Peter, James, and John who were considered “pillars” in the church (Gal. 2:9; 1 Tim. 

3:15). To be people of significance. To be in the “temple” of God is to be in the presence of 

God.  So, those who hold on to Jesus will be honored in the presence of God. So much of our 

time and energy is spent on trying to gain honor for ourselves through achievement, 

performance, and accomplishment. But the honor God gives when we hold on to Jesus is an 

honor of greatest significance that will never be taken away. 

     And “never shall he go out of God’s presence.” This promise would have had significance 

for the church in Philadelphia. This region was prone to earthquakes. So, most of the citizens 

lived outside the city walls. They lived their whole lives in fear of natural disaster. By 

contrast, those who hold on to Jesus are promised to forever live safely in God’s presence. 

   

What other reward does he promise? A name. Look at verse 12… 
 
“…and I will write on him the name of my God, and the name of the city of my God, the new 
Jerusalem, which comes down from my God out of heaven, and my own new name.” (Rev. 
3:12b) (Slide 14) 
 
The promise of a name also carried significance for Philadelphia. After the devastating 

earthquake in 17AD, the city was rebuilt when Emperor Tiberius exempted them from taxes. 

The city also became known as “Neocaesarea” in honor of the Emperor. Later, the city took 

on the name of another Emperor. But now the church in Philadelphia was to be identified by 

a new name. The name of God, the new Jerusalem, and Jesus! These names serve to identity 

the church of Philadelphia as a sign of their citizenship in the new Jerusalem – the one that 

comes down from heaven. 
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     What’s going on with this “name” thing? We do something similar with sports teams. We 

buy hats and jerseys so that the name of our team is written on us. We identify with that 

team. My Seahawk hat and jersey identify me as belonging to the Seattle Seahawks. As 

believers, we bear the name of Christ today. And so, we belong to him; and he to us. It’s a 

name we’re given now and for eternity. It’s a name that shows we are citizens of the city of 

God. 

Hold on to Jesus by holding on to his reward. 
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CONCLUSION 
     Mellencamp got it partly right when he said, “everyone needs a hand to hold on to.” We all 

need something to hold on to in life and for life. But he got it wrong when he said, “Don’t need 

to be no strong hand…” It does need to be a strong hand that holds us through the troubles of 

life – and the final trouble, death. Jesus is that strong one. He humbled himself to the shame, 

pain, and death on the cross. But death could not hold him. He was resurrected and is now 

exalted to the highest place of honor and power and authority in the universe. When you hold 

on to him by faith, he holds on to you with his mighty love. A mighty love that enables you to 

hold on to his Word. A mighty love that enables you to hold on to his reward. “He who has an 

ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” 


