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I 

 
When Jesus spoke to the Christians at Philadelphia, long ago, he was addressing people who stood at a 
moment of rare opportunity. Their journey to that point had been a very faithful one. The letter to the 
Philadelphians is one of only two in which Jesus offers absolutely no critique of the believers’ doctrine or 
morality. On the contrary, Christ has a word of tender commendation for them: “I know that you have 
little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name.”  
 
We don’t know whether this comment about “little strength” suggests that the Christians in Philadelphia 
were few in number, or were financially struggling, or perhaps fatigued from bearing up under a long 
period of persecution. Jesus later commends the fact that they have “endured patiently.”  The clearer 
message is that although they have little power in human terms, they have exercised a durable loyalty to 
Christ and that, as we shall see, opens up the doorway to the potential of phenomenal power in godly 
terms. Jesus says, “See, I have placed before you an open door that no one can shut.”  
 
To perceive the full import of what Christ had in mind, it helps to know a bit more about the city itself. 
Philadelphia sat miles inland from the Aegean Sea, and about midway between the two most important 
rivers of Western Asia Minor – the Hermus and the Meander. These rivers were the ancient equivalent of 
the Eisenhauer and Stevenson Expressways, with the great City of Ephesus located on the coast between 
their outlets. Philadelphia was both within easy travelling distance from many of the smaller cities and 
towns that grew up beyond Ephesus, and also regarded as the gateway to the communities of the high 
central plateau of Phrygia further inland still. Perceiving this strategic location, the Macedonians had 
originally established Philadelphia as a dissemination point for the Greek culture.  
 
But that was not the only kind of culture that might be powerfully spread from this strategic point.  The 
One who held “the key of David” – shorthand for the authority of the Kingdom of God – had also seen 
the influence that Philadelphia might have. Years earlier, Jesus had provided for the planting of a 
Christian community there.  As the New Century was about to unfold, Jesus was now bringing together a 
matrix of factors that would create a period of extraordinary opportunity for the extension of Christian 
mission to the area all around that city.   
 
In his letter to the church at Corinth, the Apostle Paul had said of his work in Asia Minor that “a great 
door for effective work has opened to me.”1  Indeed it had. The Roman road system had created 
the superhighways needed for the movement of the Christian message all across the region. The 
prevalence of a common language made communication even across cultural and political boundaries 
possible in a way that it never had before. The translation of the Old Testament into Greek provided the 
literature needed to help people learn the great works of God in the history of his people and the 
prophecies of a Messiah, so magnificently fulfilled in Jesus Christ.  
 
The ascendance of Rome as the lone superpower brought about an extended peacetime (a.k.a. the Pax 
Romana) in whose glow people began to talk again about the larger philosophical and religious issues of 
life. The wealthy were longing for a more fulfilling and noble way of life. The vast slave population was 
yearning for freedom of a spiritual if not a physical kind. Many people were beginning to abandon the 
parochial paganism of an earlier era and looking for a spirituality that made sense of all of life. In all 
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these ways, God had thrown open wide the Door of Opportunity for Christian mission.  The question 
Christ posed for the believers at Philadelphia was, “Will you step through that Door and offer my gospel 
to the people around you?” 
 

II 
 
Apparently, some Christians answered: “Yes!”  We know that from a core group of just 3000 converts in 
the year A.D. 60, the missionary movement of the Church of Jesus Christ proceeded to reach out in the 
next 300 years and bring into the Christian family some 33,000,000 people – half the Roman populace. I 
like to think that the Christians at Philadelphia humbly led the way, when it came to reaching out to and 
serving the people of Asia Minor. Even closer to home, I’d like to think that the Christians here and all 
over the Midwest, would humbly lead the way through the Door of Opportunity that Christ has opened up 
in our time and in our communities. For we realize, don’t we, what an amazing time of opportunity for 
mission this is?  
 
Maybe we don’t. When we think of missions, many of us may tend to picture distant countries populated 
by people who speak strange tongues. We might not immediately think of the people who inhabit our 
schools and shopping centers, our workplaces and the neighborhoods where we live. Yet the surprising 
truth is that America now ranks as the third largest mission field on Planet Earth. Only China and India 
have more people in them who have no conscious connection to Christ or regular involvement in the life 
of a local church.2 According to a reputable study of the Western suburbs of Chicago, nearly 70% of the 
precious people around us meet that description.3  
 
As I’ve said on other occasions, and can document with dozens of cultural indicators,4 it is not because 
these people are not interested in spirituality.  The people around us are spiritually hungry and curious as 
perhaps at no other time since the early days of the Christian Church. They know that something’s not 
right with this world and often with their own lives. But what they need to help them make the 
connection with Christ are more Christians and churches that understand the importance of the Open 
Door. Do you know what I mean by that? 
 

III 
 
There was a time when most people discovered a life-renewing relationship with Jesus Christ by entering 
through the open door of a worship service.  A strong church simply put together a fine worship service 
with solid preaching and people came. Many still come by that route.  In truth, we’d like to see everyone 
wind up here.  But an increasing number of people today simply won’t enter the church that way. Before 
they’ll dare to enter a Sanctuary, they must first meet the grace and truth of Jesus through some other 
portal. Let me give you just a few examples. 
 
Are you aware of the 45 children, few of whom have ever been involved in any church before, who are 
now meeting the love of Christ through the ministry we sponsor for kids going through the pain of their 
parents’ divorce?  I wish you could see the change in their faces that occurs between the first week they 
are there and the eighth week.  Do you know any of the hundreds of people who’ve lost a loved one and 
who came here because someone told them that we’d be honored to help them with a funeral service or 
find a place in one of the Grief Recovery groups we sponsor?  I wonder if you’ve met the young woman 
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who stopped me in the hallway this week simply because she wanted to say “thank you” to the church 
for providing a ministry that gives her and dozens of other mothers of preschoolers help in loving and 
guiding their children in the way that they should go?  This woman wasn’t a member yet, but she was 
coming through the Door. 
 
I think of the middle-aged man who hadn’t been inside of church in twenty years, but now volunteers his 
gifts here many hours a week because this congregation believed in sponsoring a fellowship for single 
people. I recently met a couple who showed up on a Sunday morning because a friend told them there 
was a class on marriage skills that could help them work out the problems in their relationship. I know of 
a father who is studying the scriptures now, because his daughter first dragged him out here so that she 
could go with a friend to our midweek JOY University. They wouldn’t be here, but for these Doors. 
 
There’s a woman who first came to the church through an exercise class and an older couple who first 
came to a Friday Evening Club dinner. There’s a young man who says he was too nervous to go inside a 
church building, but was willing to risk coming to play volleyball outside; he attends worship most 
Sundays now.  Not a week goes by that someone doesn’t come by after a service and say, “This is my 
first time here. I’ve not been much of a church goer, but one of those TV broadcast this church does 
made me want to check this place out.” They’ve found an Open Door. 
 
What’s every bit as fabulous is how coming through all these Doors here, helps people see even more 
clearly the openings God is providing out there. I heard a businessman speak this past week of how the 
Workplace Ministry class our church offers on Monday nights had given him new eyes and ears for the 
opportunities around him at his office to share his faith. I know of a nurse who now prays with the 
people she cares for, and of a homemaker who leads a Bible study in her home for friends who want to 
know more about Christianity. Every week, thousands of you pass through some Door of Opportunity God 
has opened up to be his missionary in the world or to invite others to find his grace and truth through a 
place like this. 
 

IV 
 
Why is it so very important that we know all of this?  Well, FIRST of all, we need to remember these 
Open Doors because it is the secret to maintaining our perspective in the church. Because the church is 
made up of imperfect people, we can sometimes get obsessively focused on human foibles and failings.  
But the larger our vision of the wonder of what God is doing in, through, and in spite of all of us, the 
more likely we are to be able to “patiently endure” the humanity of each person around us – and they 
us.  
 
SECONDLY, we need to keep before us the Open Door of Opportunity God has given us for mission, so 
that we stay focused on our calling.  We can elect all the right people and put all the metal detectors we 
want in our public buildings. We can improve the values and character education in our schools and beef 
up our neighborhood watch.  These commitments are likely worthy ones.  But the truth is that it will only 
be as more Americans come into a life-changing relationship with Jesus Christ; as more people stare full 
in the face of God each week in worship and respond to the instruction from His Word; as more people 
are filled with the Spirit that transforms our personalities into the likeness of Christ’s, that there is 
genuine hope for the New Century to be brighter than the last.  
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And FINALLY, we need to keep going through and inviting everyone we can through that Open Door 
because there will come a day when the One “who is holy and true” closes it.  Jesus says, now is the 
moment of opportunity: "Make every effort to enter through the narrow door, because many, I 
tell you, will try to enter and will not be able to. Once the owner of the house gets up and 
closes the door, they will stand outside knocking and pleading, 'Sir, open the door for us.'  
"But he will answer, 'I don't know you.”5   In the meantime, it is our mission to tell everyone we 
can the good news. For Jesus says, “I am the Door; whoever enters through me will be saved. 
He will come in and go out, and find pasture.”  

 
Please pray with me… 
 
O Lord, our Good Shepherd, how rich are your pastures, how wonderful the doors of grace through 
which you have drawn us, how marvelous the opportunity you have given us to help even a few other 
people find the way to you.  We give you thanks for every example of your redemptive touch upon the 
lives of we who sit here today, and every reminder of your love for all the  world.  Keep us faithful to our 
mission, we pray.  In the name of Jesus Christ.  Amen. 
 
                                                 
11 Corinthians 16:9 
2 Mission America Monthly, January 1998. 
3 1996 Metro Survey Report, Metro Chicago Information Center, 360 N. Michigan Avenue 
4 See The Gospel According to George by Rev. Daniel Meyer 
5 Luke 13:24-25 
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