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THE SEVEN ASSEMBLIES 
OF REVELATION,  

AND THE PHILADELPHIAN 
CONGREGATION 

In the opening chapters of the Book of Revelation, Yeshua the 
Messiah directs His revealing or apokalupsis to the Apostle John, 
who is in turn commanded to send this message “to the seven 
assemblies in Asia” (Revelation 1:4, LITV). Among many pre-
tribulationists, who think that the Body of Messiah is to be 
removed from Planet Earth before the events in Revelation 
occur, exists a very intriguing paradigm. At the close of 
Revelation, Yeshua clearly says that “these things [concern] the 
assemblies1” (Revelation 22:16, YLT), meaning that each 
congregation, which was sent a copy of the message given by the 
Messiah to John, is to benefit in some way from studying and 
heeding it. Yeshua specifically says, “Blessed is he who heeds the 
words of the prophecy of this book” (Revelation 22:7), which 
obviously extends beyond the original, ancient recipients of 
Revelation. 

It is very important that each of us makes some effort to 
understand the message of Revelation, because there is a great 
blessing for those who read and attempt to interpret it.2 The 
Amplified Bible renders Yeshua’s admonition as, “Blessed 

 
1 Grk. epi tais ekklēsiais. 
2 Consult the author’s article “The Message of Revelation.” 
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(happy and to be envied) is he who observes and lays to heart 
and keeps the truths of the prophecy (the predictions, 
consolations, and warnings) contained in this [little] book.” How 
important is it to understand Revelation? If there is to be a pre-
tribulation rapture, removing Believers from Planet Earth and 
from the events of Revelation, then there is really not a 
definitive need to understand its prophecies. These Scriptures, 
although foretelling of the end, do not directly affect Believers, 
because they are apparently not going to be here. The truth of 
the matter is that Revelation does affect Believers and they are 
going to be here. The Messiah has instructed His followers to 
watch or guard the prophecies mentioned. 

 

IS “THE CHURCH” MENTIONED IN REVELATION? 
In the opening chapters of Revelation (chs. 1-3), the Apostle 

John was given specific instructions by Yeshua the Messiah that 
he was to deliver on to the seven assemblies of Asia Minor: 
Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia, 
and Laodicea. After John relays Yeshua’s messages to these 
congregations, John is told by the Lord, “Come up here, and I 
will show you what must take place after these things” 
(Revelation 4:1b). Notice what John says as this command is 
given to him: “After these things I looked, and behold, a door 
standing open in heaven, and the first voice which I had heard, 
like the sound of a trumpet speaking with me” (Revelation 4:1a). 
This is a directive which is given only to the Apostle John, as he is 
the one called to step into the Heavenly realm and be shown a 
vision of the future, which as far as Yeshua and those assembled 
are concerned, has already taken place. John is asked to step 
forward in time and be shown things that he does not know 
about. It is often surmised that when the Messiah tells John to 
“come up hither” (KJV) or “come up here,” it is in reference to 
the pre-tribulation rapture. However, careful attention to what 
takes place will prove this conclusion to be faulty. 

What we should immediately notice is that the voice or phōnē 
John heard is understood to be “any articulate sound,” “the faculty 
of speech, discourse,” “a kind of language, dialect” (LS).3 Do pre-
tribulationists conveniently forget that this command was 
specifically addressed to the Apostle John and not to a group of 
Believers? Add to this the fact that in Revelation 1:10 John 
previously describes the phōnē of Yeshua “like the sound of a 

 
3 LS, 877. 
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trumpet4” (NASU). Can we immediately draw the conclusion 
that every time the Lord brings someone up into Heaven to be 
shown a vision of the future, that it is to be understood as a type 
of “the rapture”? No, we cannot. Furthermore, let us note that 
when John was shown these visions he describes himself as “in 
the Spirit”5 (Revelation 1:10). 

We also note that when John described his being taken up, he 
said that he saw “a door standing open in heaven,” which does 
not correlate with the Apostle Paul’s description of the Messiah’s 
coming in the clouds in 1 Thessalonians 4:17. It is almost as if 
John was asked to “walk into Heaven,” with the Messiah seated as 
King, unlike at the Messiah’s return where all the transformed 
righteous will meet Him in the sky. 

Pre-tribulationists assert that following John’s so-called 
“rapture” into Heaven, the elders he saw in Revelation 4:4 
represent “the raptured Church.” John describes them, saying, 
“Around the throne were twenty-four thrones; and upon the 
thrones I saw twenty-four elders sitting, clothed in white 
garments, and golden crowns on their heads.” The Apostle John 
in his vision was specifically brought into Heaven so that He 
could be shown “what must take place after these things” 
(Revelation 4:1). When John saw the seated elders, which 
presumably represent both the twelve tribes of Israel and the 
twelve apostles (Matthew 19:28), the events in Revelation have 
already transpired. What John is going to be shown are events, 
which as far as these elders are concerned, have already 
occurred, and he was revealed a “flashback” to past history. 
Revelation 5:13 describes that “every created thing which is in 
heaven and on the earth and under the earth and on the sea, and 
all things in them” is seen worshipping the Lord. This suggests at 
this point “all things are subjected to Him” (1 Corinthians 15:28). 
If we follow pre-tribulational logic, this will not happen for at 
least 1,007 years following their timing of the rapture, which 
here is supposedly being represented by John’s being in Heaven. 

The order to “come up here” was not a command that is 
given to “the Church,” taken as the Body of Messiah. As 
Messianics are often keen to recognize, the Greek word ekklēsia 
should be properly translated as either “assembly” or 
“congregation” in our English Bibles, as opposed to the 
anachronistic term “church.” Likewise, ekklēsia was used in the 

 
4 Grk. hōs salpingos. 
5 Grk. en Pneumati. 
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Greek Septuagint to render the Hebrew word qahal, referring to 
the congregation or assembly of Israel, and the Apostolic writers 
most often use ekklēsia with this understanding in mind.6 

In Johannine literature (John, 1-3 John, Revelation) ekklēsia 
is never used to refer to the Body of Messiah at large, but 
instead the localized assembly. Douglas J. Moo poignantly 
remarks in Three Views on the Rapture, “John, himself, never uses 
[ekklēsia] other than as a designation of a local body of believers. 
Moreover, it is important to note that John never in chapters 4-
19 calls any group in heaven the church.”7 The reason that ekklēsia 
does not appear after Revelation 4:1, is because the specific 
letters Yeshua had John write to the seven, localized assemblies 
of Asia Minor, are completed. It is not because “the Church” has 
been raptured to Heaven. As already mentioned, at the end of 
Revelation, readers are told that the apocalyptic revealing of 
Yeshua to John is for the ekklēsia, indeed implying that the Body 
of Messiah will be on Earth when these events take place: 

“I, Jesus, have sent my angel to testify to you about these 
things for the churches. I am the root and the descendant of 
David, the bright morning star” (Revelation 22:16, ESV). 

 

THE MESSIAH’S MESSAGES  
TO THE SEVEN ASSEMBLIES 

Understanding that the Book of Revelation is important 
study material for Believers, who will be present on Planet Earth for 
the Tribulation period, and that John’s being taken up into Heaven 
does not represent the rapture—should help us to much more 
properly approach the messages which Yeshua gave him to relay 
prior to His revelation of the end-times (Revelation 1:4, 9-20). As 
previously stated, Revelation was originally addressed to the 
seven congregations of Asia: Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, 

 
6 Joseph H. Thayer, Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament 

[Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 2003], 196 describes how ekklēsia “in the Septuagint 
[is] often equivalent to [qahal], the assembly of the Israelites,” and would have been 
specifically employed by the Apostles to describe the First Century Body of 
Messiah’s undeniable origins in Ancient Israel. 

Cf. K.L. Schmidt, “ekklēsía,” in Geoffrey W. Bromiley, ed., Theological 
Dictionary of the New Testament, abridged (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1985), pp 397-
402. 

For a further discussion, consult the author’s article “When Did ‘the Church’ 
Begin?” 

7 Gleason L. Archer, Jr., and Paul D. Feinberg, Douglas J. Moo, Richard R. 
Reiter, Three Views on the Rapture (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1996), 201. 
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Thaytira, Sardis, Philadelphia, and Laodicea. In Revelation’s 
opening chapters, the Messiah gave both a blessing and a rebuke 
to each of these congregations, with the exceptions of Smyrna 
and Philadelphia. 

Many pre-millennial examiners—pre- and post-tribulational 
alike—have thought and have taught that each of the assemblies 
mentioned, aside from them being actual groups of people in 
the late First or early Second Century C.E., are also to have 
existed in some form or manner since the First Century. Of 
course, readers of the Apostolic Scriptures can certainly draw 
parallels between congregations such as those at Rome, Corinth, 
Philippi, or Thessalonica, and different groups of Messiah 
followers during the centuries. But as it concerns the seven 
assemblies of Revelation, the unique promises, and the 
prophetic thrust of the book, in particular, many are also in 
agreement that since the First Century a particular type of 
congregation has dominated our faith at large—as we look back 
in history at the emerging Christian Church of the Second-
Fourth Centuries, the rise of Catholic imperialism during the 
Middle Ages, the Protestant Reformation, the missionary 
evangelism of the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries, and 
finally the unique spiritual challenges of the modern and post-
modern era of today.8 

We can all probably agree that given the unique messages 
and prophetic character of Revelation, that some kind of 
comparison with groups of Messiah followers to come in the 
future, was likely intended to be made with those groups which 
were present during the lifetime of John. Each of the seven 
assemblies of Revelation probably does represent a time period 
in the history of the faith since Revelation’s composition, as we 
look back at both the good and bad things which have taken 
place, and make various comparisons. And, it is probably also 
true, that each type of congregation still exists in some form 
today, not too different than how the types of congregations we 
see in the Book of Acts and the Apostolic letters are also present. 

Let us briefly review the Messiah’s messages to the seven 
assemblies of Revelation, and what their end-time purposes 
might be. 

 
 

 
8 Cf. Tim LaHaye, ed., Tim LaHaye Prophecy Study Bible, KJV (Chattanooga: 

AMG Publishers, 2000), 1365. 
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THE MESSAGE TO EPHESUS 
The Messiah had a very high regard for the assembly of 

Ephesus. He commended them, “I know your deeds and your 
toil and perseverance, and that you cannot tolerate evil men, and 
you put to the test those who call themselves apostles, and they 
are not, and you found them to be false; and you have 
perseverance and have endured for My name's sake, and have 
not grown weary” (Revelation 2:2-3). These are positive words, 
which indicate how the Ephesians were adequately performing 
the Lord’s work, and were standing up to evil when it confronted 
them. 

Yeshua did, however, have one major rebuke to the 
congregation at Ephesus. He said, “you have abandoned the love 
you had at first” (Revelation 2:4, RSV), meaning that somehow 
they had left or distanced themselves from Him. The Ephesian 
assembly was extremely devoted in their faith in Yeshua at the 
beginning. The Apostle Paul said of them, “I commend you to 
God and to the word of His grace, which is able to build you up 
and to give you the inheritance among all those who are 
sanctified” (Acts 20:32). Unfortunately, the Ephesians developed 
a problem with Nicolaitans (Revelation 2:6), or those who 
believed that the clergy should be highly exalted over the laity—
meaning that Yeshua as their leader and example for living, was 
overlooked. 

Looking in retrospect, many strongly feel that the 
congregation of Ephesus is likely to represent a great deal of the 
First Century Body of Messiah. This represents a community 
which loved God and remained faithful to Him through 
persecution, but later waned in its devotion. The following 
warning from the Apostle Paul in Acts 20:29-30, to the 
Ephesians, attests, 

“I know that after my departure savage wolves will come in 
among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own 
selves men will arise, speaking perverse things, to draw away the 
disciples after them.” 

There were probably members of the assembly in Ephesus 
who allowed the Nicolaitans to arise, leading to their own overall 
decline. According to tradition, the Apostle John himself spent 
the remaining twenty years of his life living in Ephesus, and his 
combating false apostles and teachers, “wolves,” is documented 



THE SEVEN ASSEMBLIES OF REVELATION,  
AND THE PHILADELPHIAN CONGREGATION 

 
 

67 

in the Epistles of 1-3 John.9 The name Ephesos means “desirable” 
(ISBE),10 and can be taken as the ideal example that the Messiah 
wants all of His followers to attain. Still, such followers are 
human, and many of the Ephesian Believers fell prey, just as 
Paul predicted. 

The Messiah gave a strong promise to the Ephesian 
Believers: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says 
to the [assemblies]. To him who overcomes, I will grant to eat of 
the tree of life which is in the Paradise of God” (Revelation 2:7). 
Yeshua says that one who is sincere in his faith, but is perhaps 
overwhelmed with the religious leaders, is to “remember where 
you were before you fell, and turn from this sin, and do what 
you used to do before. Otherwise, I will come to you and 
remove your menorah from its place” (Revelation 2:5, CJB), that 
lampstand which spread much light to a world darkened by sin. 

It is interesting that Yeshua referred to the Ephesians as 
being a “lampstand,” possibly implying some kind of connection 
back to the First Century Synagogue.11 Is it possible that the 
words issued to the Ephesian assembly have any connection to 
various sectors of the Messianic community today? Do we have 
any who forget about Yeshua and fall prey to the direction of 
Nicolaitans, or the teachings of “wolves”? How many in our 
contemporary Messianic movement have done great things for 
the Lord, but then have gotten (significantly) sidetracked? 

 

THE MESSAGE TO SMYRNA 
The congregation at Smyrna was one of only two to which 

Yeshua did not issue a negative rebuke. The Messiah said, “I 
know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich)” 
(Revelation 2:9). Many feel that this assembly represents the 
historical period from approximately 100-300 C.E., a time when 
the Body of Messiah experienced extreme persecution at the 

 
9 In particular, the Epistle of 1 John is spent combating the errors of 

antinomianism, the belief that no Divine law was necessary in the life of a 
Believer, and possibly also Cerinthianism, where Cerinthus advocated that 
Yeshua the Messiah was only Divine from His immersion by John to His 
crucifixion, and afterward the “Christ spirit” left Him. 

Other potential issues that the Ephesians faced are discussed in the Epistles 
of 1&2 Timothy, as Timothy served this community and was instructed by Paul 
to train them properly. 

10 G.L. Borchert, “Ephesus,” in ISBE, 2:115. 
11 The rendering of “menorah” in the CJB translation of Revelation 2:5 for the 

Greek luchnia, usually translated “lampstand,” is valid. In the Septuagint, menorah 
is consistently rendered as luchnia. 
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hands of the Roman Empire. Many Believers were underground 
and were forced to worship in caves, catacombs, or other secret 
locations. All Believers were subject to harassment by the 
authorities, and many were killed for their faith. The city of 
Smyrna, in particular, was a heavy center of the Caesar cult. 
“The city had worshipped Rome as a spiritual power since 195 
B.C., hence Smyrna’s historical pride in her Caesar cult” 
(NIDB).12 Polycarp, the chief disciple and successor of the 
Apostle John, was burned alive in Smyrna because he refused to 
worship Caesar. 

The exact etymology of the Greek name Smurna is very 
interesting, because it means “myrrh,” which was frequently used 
in the ancient world as a perfume as well as “for embalming the 
dead” (LS).13 The myrrh plant needed to be “crushed” in order 
for it to emit its sweet fragrance, just as these persecuted 
Believers were “crushed” by their oppressors. While it is often 
easy for some Messianics today to criticize the Christians of the 
Second-Fourth Centuries, because it was during this time that 
the emerging Christian Church widely severed itself from its 
Hebraic Roots and Judaism, the fact of the matter remains that 
Believers in the Second-Fourth Centuries were under extreme 
persecution—and the Jewish Synagogue did not often want 
them.14 

The Messiah also tells the congregants at Smyrna that they 
were being plagued by “the blasphemy by those who say they 
are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan” (Revelation 
2:9). This is the first reference in Scripture to “a synagogue of the 
Adversary” (YLT), and it is notable that the definite article is not 
used in the Greek of Revelation 2:9, sunagōgē tou Satana, 
indicating that it is “a synagogue,” rather than “the synagogue.” 

 
12 Edward M. Blaiklock, “Smyrna,” in Merrill C. Tenney, ed., The New 

International Dictionary of the Bible (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987), 950. 
13 LS, 737. 
14 A Second Century edition to the traditional Shemonei Esrei prayers 

included the word, “And for slanderers let there be no hope; and may all 
wickedness perish in an instant; and may all Your enemies be cut down speedily. 
May You speedily uproot, smash, cast down, and humble the wanton sinners—
speedily in our days. Blessed are You, HASHEM, Who breaks enemies and 
humbles wanton sinners.” An explanatory note indicates, 

“The blessing was composed in response to the threats of such heretical 
Jewish sects as the Sadducees, Boethusians, Essenes, and the early Christians. 
They tried to lead Jews astray through example and persuasion, and they used 
their political power to oppress observant Jews and to slander them to the anti-
Semitic Roman government” (Rabbi Nosson Scherman, ed., The Complete 
ArtScroll Siddur: Nusach Ashkenaz [Brooklyn: Mesorah Publications, 2001], 107). 
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This term should be neutrally understood as representing “a 
gathering of Satan,” comprising all of the Accuser’s forces, of 
which these specific “Jews” were a part. How readers are to 
properly interpret what this is has been a great debate for many, 
many centuries, especially with various anti-Semitic and anti-
Jewish diatribes which have abused Revelation 2:9. 

Some think that this “gathering of Satan” is a reference to a 
legalistic element within the Smyrnan assembly, which 
demanded Torah observance and circumcision as requirements 
for salvation, without the element of Divine grace, as similar 
errors that were circulating among the assemblies of Galatia that 
Paul refuted, and which the Acts 15 Jerusalem Council met to 
address.15 This is possible, especially when we consider the 
condition of the Believers in Smyrna. Given the persecution and 
distress that the Smyrnans experienced, it does not seem likely 
that they had a great chance to develop their theological skills, 
which would include many of the specifics of the Torah. The 
Smyrnan Believers were concerned about enduring in their faith to the 
death. A ancient, Smyrnan Believer’s faith, was probably very 
simple, perhaps spent day-to-day focusing on Yeshua and 
spreading the good news, making sure that all had redemption. 

For some reason or another, in the early Second Century, at 
least one sector of the Jewish community had a serious problem 
with the Believers in Smyrna. “The Martyrdom of 
Polycarp…records that Jews brought wood for his pyre even 
though it was a sabbath” (ISBE).16 This certainly was not all Jews, 
but the later hostility of a Jewish synagogue in Smyrna for the 
work of Yeshua, has to be a factor in how the Messiah noted how 
the Smyrnans were opposed by “a synagogue of Satan,” as this 
group opposed the work of God and would do anything to stop 
it. A strong parallel could be made today with the many Jewish 
anti-missionary groups, whose specific intent is to disprove and 
destroy the Divinity and Messiahship of Yeshua in the hearts and 
minds of Messianic Believers. They by no means make up the 
entire Jewish community, but they do pose significant danger to 
anyone who is not grounded in the Word—and most especially 
not guarded by the Holy Spirit. Messianic Believers today are 
often exposed to their teachings via Torah legalists in our midst, 

 
15 For a further review, consult the author’s commentaries Galatians for the 

Practical Messianic and Acts 15 for the Practical Messianic. 
16 R. North, “Smyrna,” in ISBE, 4:556. 
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and/or a desire to synthesize all forms of Apostolic doctrine with 
Orthodox Jewish theology.17 

Yeshua told those at Smyrna that they would “have 
tribulation for ten days. Be faithful until death, and I will give 
you the crown of life” (Revelation 2:10), a reemphasis of His 
admonition of “he that endureth to the end shall be saved” 
(Matthew 10:22, KJV). He told them that as a result of this patient 
endurance they “will not be hurt by the second death” 
(Revelation 2:11), or the eternal punishment waiting the 
unrighteous. Because of the sincerity of their faith, the Lord 
promises them that their suffering in the world for Him will 
only be temporary. 

 

THE MESSAGE TO PERGAMUM 
The Messiah issued a strong rebuke to those in the assembly 

at Pergamum, by telling them that although “you hold fast My 
name,” “I know where you dwell, where Satan's throne is” 
(Revelation 2:13). He must emphasize that He is “The One who 
has the sharp two-edged sword” (Revelation 2:12). It is best 
perhaps understood that these ancient Believers were put in a 
very unfortunate situation, because in spite of the negative word 
on them, the Messiah also said of them that they “did not deny 
My faith” (Revelation 2:13). Pergamum was “the official Asian 
center for the imperial cult” (ISBE).18 

Pergamum is commonly viewed to represent the state 
church that was created when Constantine made Christianity a 
legal religion in the Roman Empire, and ecclesiastical authority 
quickly merged with political authority. This existed for 
approximately two hundred years from the Fourth-Sixth 
Centuries C.E. The Greek Pergamos is believed to mean “citadel” 
(LS),19 or perhaps even “fortress,” metaphorically representative 
of great power. The Believers who constitute this congregation, 
although faithful to the Messiah, and some even unto death, 
have compromised themselves in some (serious) way. During 
the Fourth-Sixth Centuries as Christianity became legal in the 
Roman Empire, many unbiblical and strange doctrines came to 
the surface. It is thought by many that at this time in order for 
the faith “to survive,” it needed to exist in an “alliance” with the 

 
17 For a further discussion, consult the author’s publication, Confronting the 

Divinity and Messiahship of Yeshua. 
18 R. North, “Pergamum,” in Ibid., 3:768. 
19 LS, 622. 
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government. While in the short term it was good that Christians 
were no longer being hunted and killed for their faith, the long-
term effects were devastating. Precedents were set whereby the 
state and politics could actually intervene in doctrinal affairs, 
which we see occur in history all the way through the beginning 
of the Reformation. 

Yeshua’s rebuke to Pergamum was that “you have there some 
who hold the teaching of Balaam, who kept teaching Balak to put 
a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, to eat things 
sacrificed to idols and to commit acts of immorality” (Revelation 
2:14). This is a direct reference to the events of Numbers chs. 22-
25, where Balaam was commissioned by Balak to curse the 
Israelites. Balaam was not permitted by God to curse His people, 
so instead he lured the men into having sexual encounters with 
Moabite prostitutes to curse themselves. The Greek verb porneuō 
means, “to engage in sexual immorality, engage in illicit sex, to 
fornicate, to whore” and “to engage in polytheistic cult, 
fornication” (BDAG).20 Its noun form, porneia, is the root for our 
English word “pornography.” 

Balaam caused the Ancient Israelites “to play the harlot21 with 
the daughters of Moab” (Numbers 25:1). It is further recorded, 
“the counsel of Balaam [was] to trespass against the LORD…so the 
plague was among the congregation of the LORD” (Numbers 
31:16). It was during this period in Israel’s formative history that 
Phinehas was stirred to make summary judgment on two 
fornicators committing sin in sight of the Tent of Meeting, to 
stop the plague that was entering into Israel. Numbers 25:7-8 
details, “When Phinehas the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron the 
priest, saw it, he arose from the midst of the congregation and 
took a spear in his hand, and he went after the man of Israel into 
the tent and pierced both of them through, the man of Israel and 
the woman, through the body. So the plague on the sons of 
Israel was checked.” As a result, the Lord made an everlasting 
covenant of peace with Phinehas’ descendants (Numbers 25:11-
13). 

Huge controversies arose in the Fourth Century because 
many, immediately prior to Constantine making Christianity 
legal in the Roman Empire, renounced their faith and converted 

 
20 BDAG, 854. 
21 Heb. zanah, appearing in the Qal stem (simple action, active voice) in 

Numbers 25:1, means “to abandon someone to fornication” (HALOT, 1:275). It is 
rendered as ekporneuō in the LXX: “the people profaned itself by going a-whoring 
after the daughters of Moab” (LXE). 
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back to paganism. Once Christianity was legal, many reverted 
back—notably among the clergy—creating unbelievable tension. 
Consequently, many were allowed to return because of the 
concern that it would create political instability in the empire, as 
bishops and priests began to take on civil responsibilities. Many 
in Church leadership between 300-500 C.E. tolerated Christian 
intermarriage with pagans, sexual immorality, and (obviously 
ethical) practices which are prohibited in the Bible. While many 
were rightly opposed to these gross sins entering the Church, 
and did arise like Phinehas, too many did not and were 
impartial. They let the “plague” spread and did not do anything. 
Many were too afraid and secluded themselves, often founding 
monastic orders. 

The Messiah also rebuked Pergamum for a problem with 
Nicolaitans, religious leaders who may have had close affiliations 
with state leaders and strongly backed them (Revelation 2:15). 
This is a major characteristic of the Fourth-Sixth Century 
Church, which largely began to take on a political role with a 
power base spread throughout the Roman Empire. 

The warning issued by Yeshua to those who would 
compromise themselves with worldly governments, as many 
today see the government as an ally of the faith, is “Repent 
therefore! Otherwise, I will soon come to you and will fight 
against them with the sword of my mouth” (Revelation 2:16, 
NIV). The Messiah is coming to overthrow the governments of 
this world and establish His perfect reign. But He promises a 
reward to those who repent, just as He did to those ancient 
Believers in Pergamum: “To him who overcomes, to him I will 
give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, 
and a new name written on the stone which no one knows but he 
who receives it” (Revelation 2:17). In spite of those who have 
dealings with “the imperial cult,” as many in Pergamum likely 
did, there are a few who have always stood true for the faith—
and not succumb to the temptations of power. 

 

THE MESSAGE TO THYATIRA 
Yeshua introduced Himself to the congregation at Thyatira 

as “The Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, and His 
feet are like burnished bronze” (Revelation 2:18). He did this 
because Thyatira was a city where the pagan citizens worshiped 
the sun god Tyrimnas, and Yeshua obviously had to emphasize 
His supreme authority. Consequently, many feel that the 
assembly at Thyatira represents the historical period from 
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approximately 500-1500 C.E., or the Dark Ages dominated by 
the Roman Catholic Church. This was a period clouded in 
extreme darkness, and where the true Believers were often noted 
not by their theology—as the Scriptures were largely withheld 
from them—but by their love and devotion to one another. Few 
had access even to educational works, as Catholic Europe was 
one of the most decrepit and intellectually ignorant places to 
live. 

The Messiah extolled the ancient Thyatirans for their “love 
and faith and service and patient endurance,” noting that “your 
latter works exceed the first” (Revelation 2:19, RSV), as they had 
obviously made spiritual progress. However, the Messiah also 
issued a strong rebuke to them for tolerating false doctrines and 
paganism. He said, “But I have this against you, that you tolerate 
the woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess, and she 
teaches and leads My bond-servants astray so that they commit 
acts of immorality and eat things sacrificed to idols” (Revelation 
2:20). In spite of their sincere acts of mercy and kindness to the 
Body of Messiah, the Thyatirans tolerated things which should 
not be allowed. 

There are many ways that we could interpret Yeshua’s 
rebuke here, but the primary admonition is that Jezebel 
represents pagan practices and idolatry. Jezebel, of course, was 
King Ahab’s wife who instituted Baal worship in the Northern 
Kingdom of Israel, and she killed many of the true prophets of 
God (1 Kings 18; 19; 21; 2 Kings 9). Yeshua says of Jezebel, “I gave 
her time to repent, and she does not want to repent of her 
immorality” (Revelation 2:21). Because of this refusal, He says “I 
will throw her on a bed of sickness, and those who commit 
adultery with her into great tribulation, unless they repent of her 
deeds” (Revelation 2:22). This is most likely a foreshadowing of 
“the woman drunk with the blood of the saints, and with the 
blood of the witnesses of Yeshua” (Revelation 17:6), whom we see 
judged as a part of end-time Babylon. Just as the woman in 
Revelation 17 is defeated, so will Yeshua “kill her children with 
the plague” (Revelation 2:23, HCSB). 

The Messiah admonished the Thyatirans, “But I say to you, 
the rest who are in Thyatira, who do not hold this teaching, who 
have not known the deep things of Satan, as they call them—I 
place no other burden on you. Nevertheless what you have, hold 
fast until I come” (Revelation 2:24-25). The Lord noted that there 
was a remnant in Thyatira who had not suffered from the 
consequences of paganism and false teachings. Yeshua promised 
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to reward those who were strong and holding on to Him: “He 
who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds until the end, TO 

HIM I WILL GIVE AUTHORITY OVER THE NATIONS; AND HE SHALL RULE 
THEM WITH A ROD OF IRON, AS THE VESSELS OF THE POTTER ARE 
BROKEN TO PIECES, as I also have received authority from My 
Father” (Revelation 2:26-27; cf. Psalm 2:8). Yeshua promised to 
share His authority with the Thyatirans who did not fall prey to 
the Adversary. 

It is difficult to determine fully what Thyatira represents, as 
the meaning of the Greek name Thuateira is uncertain. If the 
congregation at Thyatira is to represent the period of Roman 
Catholic dominance from the Sixth-Sixteenth Centuries, there is 
a large amount of religious history that needs to be considered. 
On the one hand, we definitely see a religious system where 
non-Biblical practices were adhered to. Many tolerated popery 
and its significant abuses of God’s Word. On the other hand, 
Catholic history does have many examples of men and women, 
who genuinely attempted to serve the Lord and serve others.22 
As Yeshua puts it, there are some in Thyatira “who do not 
uphold this teaching and know nothing of the so-called deep 
secrets of Satan” (Revelation 2:25, New American Bible). The 
Lord certainly has given many opportunities for Catholicism to 
repent, especially during the Reformation where Catholic 
theologians were moved to try to change the Church. When 
their pleas were rejected by the popes and other officials, the 
Reformers broke from Rome. We should be in constant prayer 
and intercession for the remnant which is untouched by the 
“deep things of Satan,” so that they would see the light and come 
to a full knowledge of what God requires of them. 

 

THE MESSAGE TO SARDIS 
Many think that the Sardis assembly represents the period of 

history from about 1500-1700 C.E., or the Reformation. This is 
appropriate, as Yeshua tells this congregation to “wake up,” as 
during the Reformation many awakened to the truths of 
salvation by grace through faith and the final authority of 
Scripture. Yeshua told this assembly, “I know your deeds, that 
you have a name that you are alive, but you are dead. Wake up, 
and strengthen the things that remain, which were about to die; 

 
22 Consult the excellent and broad-sweeping book The Story of Evangelism: A 

History of the Witness to the Gospel by Robert G. Tuttle (Nashville: Abingdon, 2006), 
which considers many examples of godly people during this time. 
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for I have not found your deeds completed in the sight of My 
God” (Revelation 3:1-2). During the Reformation, forgotten 
spiritual truths were rediscovered, and many Believers were able 
to return to reading the Bible for themselves. Many non-Biblical 
elements of Roman Catholic dogma were purged from the faith, 
which would ultimately set the stage for what God is doing today 
through the growth of the Messianic movement. 

Unfortunately, many of the Christian denominations which 
were birthed out of the Reformation, although having started 
out sincere in their mission for God, later became part of state 
controlled religion. Many others succumbed to the liberalism 
that would come later, and are today either grossly divided 
between the Right and the Left, or spiritually quite dead. 

The Messiah urged those at Sardis to “remember what you 
have received and heard; and keep it, and repent” (Revelation 
3:3). We might argue that He is talking to those in key Protestant 
denominations, who deny the orthodox teachings of their 
founders. In modern times, the site of Ancient Sardis is nothing 
more than “still uninhabited ruins,” whereas many ancient cities 
of the Biblical period have modern cities built around or 
adjacent to them. “E.M. Blaiklock…called Sardis ‘the city that 
died’” (ISBE).23 The name Sardeis may be derived from the word 
sardion, “a reddish, precious stone, carnelian, sard(ius)” 
(BDAG),24 hence, the city’s name means “reddish.” In describing 
human beings, one who is red is often invigorated with life. But 
one who is red can also be sick and be on the verge of dying 
from fever. Is this not the state of various notable, if not 
significant sectors, of evangelical Christianity today? 

It is said that there are “a few people in Sardis who have not 
soiled their garments; and they will walk with Me in white, for 
they are worthy” (Revelation 3:4). We know that there are 
certainly many true Believers in formalized Protestantism, as 
those at the base level (some would say, grassroots) of mainline 
denominations are often very true in their devotion to the Lord 
and shudder at the thought of foundational doctrines being 
denied. This is most evident today by much of the controversy 
surrounding homosexual clergy in contemporary Protestantism, 
and the many denominational splits resulting from it. It is 
frequently from these types of splits that non-Jewish Believers 
are often led into the Messianic movement, with its high 

 
23 R. North, “Sardis,” in ISBE, 4:336. 
24 BDAG, 913. 
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emphasis on the Torah and its morality. Of those at Sardis, 
Yeshua states, “He who overcomes will thus be clothed in white 
garments; and I will not erase his name from the book of life, 
and I will confess his name before My Father and before His 
angels” (Revelation 3:5). They are willing to leave a system 
corrupted by liberalism. 

It is interesting to note, concerning the rapture controversy, 
that popular pre-tribulationist John Hagee once stated in 
support of his view, “My friend...liberal preachers are running 
down Main Street screaming, ‘We’re going through the 
Tribulation,’ and those who are more loyal to the message of a 
man than the Word of God are joining the stampede.”25 This 
view is not accurate by any means. If Sardis may represent 
modern liberals claiming Biblical faith, then it is notable that 
liberal ministers do not preach that Believers will experience the 
Tribulation, because the Seventieth Week and the prophesied 
message of Biblical judgment are viewed as being allegorical, not 
literal. Such liberals in Christianity usually tell us that the Book 
of Revelation is not at all to be viewed literally, but rather it is 
solely an allegorical story of the Messiah’s final victory, or 
perhaps is exclusively to be interpreted in light of a First 
Century conflict between the emerging Church and the Roman 
Empire. On the contrary to what Hagee asserts in this quotation, 
those who are accepting the liberal view are doing so, because 
they do not want to confront the reality of God’s judgment of 
sinful humanity through the slaughter of millions as 
demonstrated throughout Holy Scripture, because it is 
apparently only one of allegory. 

This position of liberals in the faith and their interpretation 
of prophecy is readily confirmed by the words of pre-
tribulationist John F. Walvoord. He says that “modern liberals 
scoff at the second coming of Christ, motivated primarily by 
their desire to avoid the doctrine of divine eternal punishment 
which is commonly associated with it in Scripture.”26 Those who 
are liberals and who claim Messiah Yeshua do not believe in 
end-time prophecy because they cannot handle the Divine 
judgment of God upon this sinful world. It may be said that, with 
the exception of a few, those of the assembly at Sardis are the 

 
25 John Hagee, From Daniel to Doomsday (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1999), 

103. 
26 John F. Walvoord, The Church In Prophecy (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 

1964), 60. 
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same ones who the Apostle Peter warned about, who mock the 
Second Coming: 

“Know this first of all, that in the last days mockers will come 
with their mocking, following after their own lusts, and saying, 
‘Where is the promise of His coming? For ever since the fathers 
fell asleep, all continues just as it was from the beginning of 
creation’” (2 Peter 3:4). 

 

THE MESSAGE TO PHILADELPHIA 
The congregation of Messiah followers in Philadelphia, along 

with Smyrna, is one of the two to which Yeshua did not deliver a 
negative rebuke. And likewise, just like the assembly at Smyrna, 
it must deal with “the synagogue of Satan” (Revelation 3:9). 

The name Philadelpheia is very important, as it means 
“brotherly love” (LS).27 Although it is key to realize that the 
“brotherly love” which Philadelpheia represents is “befriending 
love,” rather than that of agapē or “benevolent love” (cf. 1 
Corinthians ch. 13), without question it is because of some kind 
of “love” that this assembly is given a positive report from the 
Messiah.28 He said of them, “I know your deeds. Behold, I have 
put before you an open door which no one can shut, because 
you have a little power, and have kept My word, and have not 
denied My name” (Revelation 3:8). This is the type of love which 
enables people to help others in whatever capacity they 
humanly can, wanting to bring some level of wholeness and 
benefit to someone. 

The Philadelphian Believers display an extreme devotion to 
God, one which is presumably evidenced by service to one’s 
fellow human beings. Most importantly, Yeshua said of the 
Philadelphians that “you obeyed my word and did not deny me” 
(NLT). Many pre-millennialists are of the opinion that this 
represents the historical period from approximately 1700-1900 
C.E., the Eighteenth to early Twentieth Centuries. During this 
time, many missionaries evangelized the globe and the First and 
Second Great Awakenings occurred. Our faith experienced great 
renewals and the gospel message spread to many parts of the 
world that had never heard of the God of Israel or the Bible, 

 
27 LS, 861. 
28 Cf. the entries Edward John Carnell, in Everett F. Harrison, ed., Baker’s 

Dictionary of Theology (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1960), pp 332-333; 
Donald S. McKim Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1996), 164. 
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where missionary schools, hospitals, and congregations were 
established. It is also during this time when the Zionist 
movement began, and Christians began having a renewed 
interest in their Hebraic heritage and in supporting the Jewish 
people. Believers who would classify as Philadelphian are active 
in evangelism and education. 

Yeshua tells the Philadelphian Believers, “Because you have 
kept the word of My perseverance, I also will keep you from the 
hour of testing, that hour which is about to come upon the whole 
world, to test those who dwell on the earth” (Revelation 3:10). 
Many commonly interpret this as meaning that Believers are 
promised a pre-tribulation rapture. Since those like myself are 
instead convicted of a post-tribulational return of the Messiah, 
we obviously have to present another explanation—especially if 
the Philadelphian Believers have a great task that they need to 
accomplish for the Lord (discussed further). 

Yeshua also said of the Philadelphians, “I will cause those of 
the synagogue of Satan, who say that they are Jews and are not, 
but lie—I will make them come and bow down at your feet, and 
make them know that I have loved you” (Revelation 3:9). This is 
very confusing for many, as unlike the congregation at Smryna, 
a particular synagogue of Satan—tēs sunagōgēs tou Satana, “the 
synagogue of Satan” with the definite article—is mentioned as 
being the antagonists of the Philadelphians. It would be 
interesting if in today’s world this bears out to be Jewish anti-
missionaries, who are fiercely opposed to the growth of the 
Messianic movement. 

The Messiah finishes by telling the assembly at Philadelphia, 
“He who overcomes, I will make him a pillar in the temple of My 
God, and he will not go out from it anymore; 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 out of heaven from My 
God, and My new name” (Revelation 3:12). Being “pillars” of the 
community of faith was the same position that James, Peter, and 
John had in the First Century. The Apostle Paul attested that 
“James and Cephas and John, who were acknowledged pillars, 
recognized the grace that had been given to me” (Galatians 2:9, 
NRSV). Certainly, if Philadelphia might represent a time in our 
faith where the gospel message was preached unto many, in the 
end-times those specifically composing “Philadelphia” have a 
great task to perform. Those Believers, who might very well 
classify as being “Philadelphian,” are those who may be regarded 
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as being of the same spiritual, ethical, and moral quality as 
leaders like James, Peter, John, and Paul. 

 

THE MESSAGE TO LAODICEA 
Yeshua the Messiah, who fully affirms Himself to be “The 

Amen, the faithful and true Witness, the Beginning of the 
creation of God” (Revelation 3:14), had only negative words for 
those at Laodicea. The name Laodikeia is derived from the Greek 
laos, meaning “people.” This is why various interpreters 
extrapolate the meaning of Laodicea being “the justice” or “rule 
of the people.” The Lord’s rebuke to those of Laodicea is that “I 
know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I wish that 
you were cold or hot” (Revelation 3:15). This was not an idle 
statement, as Ancient Laodicea boasted an impressive water 
delivery system. “The water supply…came from the spring now 
called Baspinar in the upper part of Denizli: an aqueduct (part of 
which still survives) carried the water from that spring by force 
of gravity to a clearing basin on the S side of Laodicea, and from 
there it was piped under pressure…to a water tower that fed a 
water basin and feeding chambers, which in turn fed the 
fountains” (ABD).29 Of course, what is notable is that by the time 
water would finally reach the people, it would arrive in a very 
lukewarm state, neither hot nor cold. 

It is thought among many today that the Laodicean 
congregation has represented the predominant Christian body 
from 1900 to the present, one which publicly says it is sincere 
for the Messiah, but has, at least privately, compromised itself 
with the world. And, this is actually the feeling of many pre-
tribulationists, and not just post-tribulationists. Yeshua 
admonished this assembly with some hard words: “So because 
you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of 
My mouth” (Revelation 3:16). The Message has a good 
paraphrase of this rebuke: “You're stale. You're stagnant. You 
make me want to vomit.” Whereas hot water or cold water can be 
used for medicinal or refreshing purposes, lukewarm water is 
effectively worthless. By extension, is the Laodicean assembly 
effectively worthless? 

The Messiah told the congregants at Laodicea, “I advise you 
to buy from Me gold refined by fire so that you may become 
rich, and white garments so that you may clothe yourself, and 
that the shame of your nakedness will not be revealed; and eye 

 
29 F.F. Bruce, “Laodicea,” in ABD, 4:230. 
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salve to anoint your eyes so that you may see. Those whom I 
love, I reprove and discipline; therefore be zealous and repent” 
(Revelation 3:18-19). He told them to clearly repent of their sins 
and that they need to be refined, perhaps an indication that they 
would be forced into some sort of difficulty or tribulation for 
such refinement. Fortunately, He also says that “He who 
overcomes, I will grant to him to sit down with Me on My 
throne, as I also overcame and sat down with My Father on His 
throne” (Revelation 3:21), as they are to look to the Messiah’s 
example as one to emulate. Many will persevere through the 
refinement and be rewarded for it. Those of Laodicea who 
overcome the obstacle of being only half-devoted to the Lord, 
are promised that they will sit down next to Him on His throne. 

 

WHAT ARE THE END-TIME PURPOSES  
OF THE ASSEMBLIES? 

Having just briefly summarized the various messages that the 
Messiah gave to each of the seven assemblies in Revelation, and 
some common interpretations of how they are viewed 
historically—what might each of their purposes today be? 

 
Ephesus: This represents congregations of Believers 
which are very sincere in their faith, but are infatuated 
by their clerical or pastoral leaders, perhaps treating 
them as being more important than Yeshua, losing their 
first love. Such people need to return to the faith of the 
First Century Believers, identified with the menorah or 
lampstand. It could speak of a Messianic movement 
which has lost focus of Yeshua and the real mission of 
God. 
 
Smyrna: These are persecuted Believers whose 
emphasis is on a very simple walk with the Lord. 
Because they are under such oppression, they do not 
have the time to mature in their faith to a high degree, 
and work out the finer points of doctrine, but these 
people are no doubt sincere in their devotion for 
Yeshua. In ancient times the Smyrnans were opposed 
by a group of Jews which Yeshua classified as “a 
synagogue of Satan.” Today, this may be extended to 
include new and naïve Messianic Believers, who 
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because of their sincerity are likewise opposed by 
segments of the Jewish community. 
 
Pergamum: This assembly signifies those, who perhaps 
via the guise of “Christianity,” choose to tolerate other 
religions and secularism. This includes those who 
believe that they, as Bible Believers, and the 
government, can “get along,” having no real emphasis 
on a true relationship with Yeshua. This assembly 
composes those who may use religion to achieve 
political purposes. 
 
Thyatira: Roman Catholicism, Eastern Orthodox, and 
those other assemblies which tolerate non-Biblical 
practices and traditions originating in paganism, stem 
from this category. We would emphasize again that 
there is a small remnant of true Believers here, which 
fortunately has not been touched by the “deep things of 
Satan” (Revelation 2:24). There is a small number in 
these ranks who is called to see the truth and repent 
from error. 
 
Sardis: Protestant and evangelical denominations which 
started out sincere during the Reformation period, but 
later succumbed to (dead) formalism and liberalism, 
make up this group. These congregations deny the 
foundational truths on which they were founded. Many 
sincere Believers make up this group, but they are 
called to wake up and turn toward good works once 
again. 
 
Philadelphia: This assembly represents those who are 
sincere for sharing their “brotherly love” with the rest of 
the world, even though they have little resources. For 
some reason or another, they are opposed by “the 
synagogue of Satan” in performing their work. It is very 
possible that this group is represented by some within 
today’s emerging Messianic movement. The Messianic 
movement, while growing, is opposed by many Jews, 
particularly anti-missionaries. 
 
Laodicea: This last assembly signifies the predominant 
type of congregation which is aflluent throughout the 
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Western world today. In word, many Christians claim to 
sincerely follow Yeshua, but in reality their hearts are 
far from Him, having been compromised by the 
pleasures and cares of the world. There are many 
people in this group who will see the lukewarm 
apostasy, be convicted to change, and will turn toward a 
more true and sincere faith. 
 
Having discussed all of the congregations which the Messiah 

addresses in Revelation, we are now in the appropriate position 
to ask an important question: Who specifically makes up the 
Philadelphian assembly and what “testing” are they spared 
from? What is it that makes them so special in the eyes of the 
Lord? 

(This section has obviously only included a brief review of 
the possible significance of each of the assemblies of Asia Minor. 
Lord willing, a more thorough examination could be available in 
future publications by Messianic Apologetics.) 
 
 

THE PHILADELPHIAN 

CONGREGATION 
 
The Messiah tells His followers that He will gather the saints at 
the end of the Tribulation period (Matthew 24:29-31). His words 
on the matter are those which are final and definitive, and 
anything which appears to contradict them must be 
theologically reconciled. In Revelation 3:10, the Lord promised 
those of the assembly at Philadelphia, that He would spare them 
from “the hour of testing.” Pre-tribulationists commonly use this 
as a support for the pre-tribulation rapture. Revelation 3:10 
communicates, “Because you have kept the word of My 
perseverance, I also will keep you from the hour of testing, that 
hour which is about to come upon the whole world, to test those 
who dwell on the earth.” 

It is commonly interpreted that the “hour of temptation” 
(KJV) is the Tribulation period. But if Yeshua has said that the 
saints will be gathered “after the suffering of those days” 
(Matthew 24:29, NRSV), then can there at all be a viable 
alternative interpretation concerning what this “testing” is—
which is not the Tribulation? 
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Many post-tribulationists are eager to point out that the 
Greek preposition ek, translated in most English Bibles in 
Revelation 3:10 as “I will also keep you from [ek] the hour of 
trial” (NIV), ek tēs hōras tou peirasmou, can in some instances mean 
“through.” A proof text which is commonly quoted in support of 
this comes from Yeshua’s prayer of John 17:15: “I do not ask You 
to take them out of the world, but to keep them from the evil one 
[ek tou ponērou].”30 This could be valid, as the Lord does pray 
“protect them from the evil one” (HCSB), but the principal 
meanings of ek include, “from, out from, away from” (CGEDNT),31 
and the meaning of ek as “through” can be contested. Pre-
tribulationists like Tim LaHaye say that ek “is used more than 
eight hundred times in the New Testament....the only instance 
when ek is used to mean anything other than ‘out of’ appears in 
Galatians 3:8, where it is rendered ‘through faith.’”32 

Paul’s word in Galatians 3:8 says, “The Scripture, foreseeing 
that God would justify the Gentiles by faith [ek pisteōs], preached 
the gospel beforehand to Abraham, saying, ‘ALL THE NATIONS 
WILL BE BLESSED IN YOU’ [Genesis 12:2].” What is meant by this 
verse is that the nations are justified or declared righteous out of 
their faith, meaning resultant of faith. Similarly, Yeshua’s words 
in John 17:35, should instill in Believers the need to be “out of” 
evil, meaning separated and away from it—so that they will not 
be engulfed by it. While ek can mean “through,” its most 
common usage and meaning appears to be “out of.” 

Rather than try to translate Revelation 3:10 as Yeshua will 
“keep you through the hour of testing,” to provide an answer for 
pre-tribulationists, but one which is questionable for some by a 
general consensus of the usages of ek in the Apostolic Scriptures, 
there likely are some other possibilities we should be 
considering. They do, however, require us to think through 
some things that pre-tribulationists do not often seem to think 
through. Pre-tribulationists make two serious mistakes, in 
assuming that Revelation 3:10 is a promise of a removal from 
the Seventieth Week for God’s chosen: 

1. All Believers are assumed to be classified as 
“Philadelphian.” 

 
30 This obviously has a dual meaning, pertaining to both evil in general and 

Satan himself. 
31 Barclay M. Newman, Jr., A Concise Greek-English Dictionary of the New 

Testament (Stuttgart: United Bible Societies/Deutche Bibelgesellschaft, 1971), 54. 
32 Tim LaHaye, Rapture Under Attack: Will You Escape the Tribulation? (Sisters, 

OR: Multnomah Publishers, 1998), 50. 



WHEN WILL THE MESSIAH RETURN? 

  

 

84 

2. The hour of testing or trial is automatically assumed 
to be the Tribulation period. 

Neither one of these presuppositions is valid. As just 
discussed, the historic Philadelphian Believer has a strong urge 
to work for the betterment for his fellow human beings. To 
assume that all who claim a belief in Yeshua are “Philadelphians” 
is to take an extreme liberty—especially since it is widely 
asserted, even among pre-tribulationists, that Laodicea is the 
prominent and dominant spiritual assembly of the time leading 
up to the Messiah’s return. There are many (claiming) Believers 
today who are not concerned with the eternal destiny of others, 
and Yeshua would deliver them a very negative rebuke. As can 
be unfortunately observed, many today are not concerned about 
the seriousness of their relationship with God, and are 
compromising themselves with the world. For those who are 
Messianic, we encounter many people who claim to be Believers 
but are not living the set-apart lifestyle that God asks of us by 
following His commandments, and many are indeed rejecting 
God’s Torah or Law in this day—and not by ignorance. The 
“Philadelphian” title or classification unfortunately does not fit 
many in the community of faith. 

Yeshua also says that the Philadelphian Believers have “kept 
the word of my patience” (Revelation 3:10, KJV) or “kept my 
command to endure patiently” (NIV). Hupomonē means “a holding 
out, patient endurance” or “the enduring to do” (LS).33 Today, far too 
many are not patiently waiting for the Messiah’s return, but are 
looking around every corner for the rapture, or the start of the 
Great Tribulation. Patiently waiting for the return of the Messiah 
is something that both pre- and post-tribulationists frequently 
fail—even quite miserably—to do. Many do not heed His 
warning not to be unnecessarily disturbed about His Second 
Coming. Yeshua says, “So if they say to you, ‘Behold, He is in the 
wilderness,’ do not go out, or, ‘Behold, He is in the inner rooms,’ 
do not believe them. For just as the lightning comes from the east 
and flashes even to the west, so will the coming of the Son of 
Man be” (Matthew 24:26-27). The Philadelphian Believers are 
said to be very patient, which would have to regard the timing of 
Yeshua’s return—and with it they are not to be shaken by any of 
the “talk” that tries to emphasize it occurring when it will not. 

As for “testing,” the Greek noun translated in Revelation 3:10 
is peirasmos. TDNT indicates that it “is rare in secular Greek. We 

 
33 LS, 845. 
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find it for medical experiments.”34 Thayer describes it as “the 
temptation by which the devil sought to divert Jesus the Messiah 
from his divine errand.”35 To say that this “testing” or 
“temptation” is the Tribulation period in its entirety is 
unwarranted, because a specific part of the Tribulation period 
appears to be what is really being referred to. Yeshua’s Divine 
errand was to come as the Savior for humanity and atone for the 
sins of all people. Yeshua passed the tests which were delivered 
to Him during His forty-day fast in the wilderness, being a 
model for us all to follow (cf. Hebrews 4:15).36 Could we draw 
from this that the Philadelphian Believers in the Last Days have 
a Divine call from the Father to fulfill, just as Yeshua did? The 
foremost of the temptations that the Messiah resisted was Satan 
challenging Him to worship him (Matthew 4:9; Luke 4:7). What will 
happen during the Tribulation period? Not surprisingly, we see 
something similar occurring: 

“And it was given to him to give breath to the image of the 
beast, so that the image of the beast would even speak and cause 
as many as do not worship the image of the beast to be killed” 
(Revelation 13:15). 

Those who take the mark of the beast ensure themselves 
eternal punishment in the Lake of Fire: 

“And the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever; 
they have no rest day and night, those who worship the beast 
and his image, and whoever receives the mark of his name” 
(Revelation 14:11). 

In contrast to this, the Believers who have patient endurance, 
hupomonē, are described as having a personal relationship with 
Yeshua, and who keep God’s commandments: 

“Here is the perseverance of the saints who keep the 
commandments of God and their faith in Yeshua” (Revelation 
14:12). 

Could this verse possibly be a reference to those like the 
Philadelphian Believers? If so, is there an emphasis here that 
their perseverance has allowed them to not be put in the 
situation to have to take the mark of the beast and worship 
Satan? If this is the case, take important note of the fact that they 
keep the commandments of the Torah—something which we as 

 
34 H. Seesmann, “test, attempt,” in TDNT, 822. 
35 Thayer, 498. 
36 The verb form of peirasmos, peirazō, is notably used in the references that 

speak of Messiah being tempted by Satan during His forty-day fast in the 
wilderness (Matthew 4:1; Mark 1:13; Luke 4:2). 
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Messianic Believers take very seriously. God is restoring a Torah 
foundation to all of His people in this hour, as is easily attested 
by the existence and expansion of the Messianic movement (cf. 
Micah 4:1-3; Isaiah 2:2-4).37 

I would conclude that we have to seriously consider the hour 
of testing from which the Philadelphian Believers are to be 
spared, is that of being put in the situation to worship Satan, or 
refuse and be martyred for the cause of Yeshua. This “testing” is 
not at all the Tribulation period in its entirety, but is only a 
certain aspect of it, as the rule of the antimessiah/antichrist is 
established. Only those who classify as being “Philadelphian,” 
and have performed/are performing the major Divine tasks 
which the Lord has assigned to Philadelphia, are spared from 
this testing. This is not a promise to all Believers; it is only a 
promise to a particular group of Believers. 

 

WHAT IS THE SYNAGOGUE OF SATAN? 
To further consider who the Philadelphian assembly may be, 

we have to deal with what “the synagogue of Satan” represents, 
because they must continually confront it. As mentioned 
previously, various Christian interpreters have thought that “the 
synagogue of Satan” was a group of First Century Judaizers 
which demanded legalistic observance of the Torah and 
circumcision for salvation. Through this attitude, salvation is 
cheapened and becomes something based solely on one’s human 
deeds rather than on the supernatural blood atonement of 
Yeshua. Messianic Believers today must continually contend 
with Torah legalists, as opposed to those who naturally wish to 
obey the Lord out of a love for Him (cf. Ephesians 2:8-10), so 
there is some usefulness in this approach. However, Yeshua the 
Messiah says that “the synagogue of Satan” which the ancient 
Philadelphians faced, was composed of those “who claim to be 
Jews though they are not, but are liars” (Revelation 3:9, NIV). 

It is important for us to recognize that there is nothing 
particularly special about the word sunagōgē, most often 
translated “synagogue.” In its most neutral context, it simply 
means a “gathering,” which can be applied to engulf all of Satan’s 
forces—from those who actively deny Yeshua (Jesus) as the 
Messiah of Israel and Savior of the world, to atheists who deny 
the existence of a Supreme Being. The term sunagōgē is derived 

 
37 Consult the relevant sections of the author’s book Torah In the Balance, 

Volume I and the Messianic Torah Helper by Messianic Apologetics (forthcoming). 
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form the verb sunageirō, meaning “to gather together, come together, 
assemble” (LS).38 Although sunagōgē is the root word for our 
modern term “synagogue,” usually associated with a Jewish place 
of worship, BDAG notes how “Orig[inally it meant] in act. sense 
‘a bringing together, assembling.’”39 

The “macro-synagogue of Satan,” if we can describe it as 
such, is composed of all members of false religions and all those 
who are accomplishing Satan’s tasks and assignments—the 
foremost of which is keeping people away from the truth of the 
gospel and the saving power of Yeshua. However, there was a 
“micro-synagogue of Satan,” so to speak, which was spoken of 
concerning ancient Philadelphia: “those liars who say they are 
Jews but are not” (NLT). This is a group of people which was 
deterring the ancient Philadelphian congregation of Messiah 
followers from accomplishing the tasks that God had given 
them, and while they may claim to be Jewish, the Lord does not 
consider them to be so—and actually regards them, most 
unfortunately for sure, to be among the company of the Devil’s 
own. In his commentary on the Book of Revelation, G.R. 
Beasley-Murray properly indicates of this “synagogue of Satan,” 
“Naturally this is not to be generalized, as though John believed 
that the whole Jewish nation had become the people of Satan. 
His description applies to a synagogue which implacably 
opposed the people of Christ.”40 The word of Revelation 3:9 
would then apply to, and represent, a very specific group or 
sector of people. 

The Apostle Paul, directing specific instruction to the Jews 
among the assembly at Rome, wrote some very stringent words 
on what it means for Jewish people to truly be “Jewish”: 

“For he is not a Jew who is one outwardly, nor is 
circumcision that which is outward in the flesh. But he is a Jew 
who is one inwardly; and circumcision is that which is of the 
heart, by the Spirit, not by the letter; and his praise is not from 
men, but from God” (Romans 2:28-29). 

Here, in writing some specific words to the Jewish Believers 
in Rome, Paul says that their being a “Jew” is ultimately 
something that is determined by the heart. This clearly indicates 
that from the Apostle’s perspective, even though some people 
could be born Jewish, in the end because of rejecting the good 

 
38 LS, 766. 
39 BDAG, 963. 
40 G.R. Beasley-Murray, New Century Bible Commentary: Revelation (Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1974), 82. 
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news of Messiah Yeshua, they may not be considered such by 
God (cf. Romans 9:6). In the case of the ancient Philadelphian 
assembly, their work was opposed by a sector of Jews who are 
determined to stop them. 

Without question, this “synagogue of Satan” concept gives all 
of us—and certainly today’s Messianic Believers—some serious 
doctrinal dilemmas, and it is highly improbable that we will have 
any definite solution to it this side of His Kingdom. Many 
interpretations of Revelation 3:9 throughout history have been 
used to defame Judaism and all Jewish people. In extreme cases 
it has been used as theological justification by anti-Semites to 
persecute Jews. This is why a widespread evangelical Christian 
interpretation of the “synagogue of Satan,” is that it represents 
the First Century Judaizers, possibly being non-Jews who 
converted to Judaism as proselytes and then received the gospel 
message. It is thought that these Judaizers held a hard disdain 
toward non-Jewish Believers who did not have to “convert” as 
they did, and they demanded a legalistic Torah observance from 
them. 

Another common interpretation is that the “synagogue of 
Satan” composes those religious groups which have always 
claimed that they are the “true Israel” or “new Israel,” be it 
through replacement theology or phenomena such as British-
Israelism. These groups often disclude the historical Jewish 
people, those who are the legitimate, physical descendants of the 
Patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, claiming that only they are the 
“true Jews.” However, while all of these sectors are certainly part 
of the greater or macro-synagogue of Satan, a more fair-minded 
reading of the text indeed identifies the synagogue of Satan that 
the ancient Philadelphians faced to be a sector of the Jewish 
community. In the late First and early Second Centuries, many 
Christians faced severe harassment from parts of the Jewish 
community. And considering this, who might the synagogue of 
Satan be, which Believers classifying as “Philadelphian” today 
might face? 

Take note of the fact that the Philadelphian Believers have 
great patience (Revelation 3:10). The Believers who are described 
as having great patience in Revelation are those who have faith 
in Yeshua and who keep the commandments of God’s Torah 
(Revelation 12:17; 14:12). Who on Planet Earth today should be 
having great patience, is keeping the commandments of God’s 
Torah, and who is opposed by some sectors of Judaism? 
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Could the Philadelphian assembly today be at all 
represented by many of those in the contemporary Messianic 
movement? Hopefully we are patient concerning the Messiah’s 
return, and we will persevere through whatever we face. We 
certainly emphasize keeping the Torah as a part of the 
sanctification process of knowing Yeshua and being conformed 
to His image. And, as the Messianic movement has grown, so has 
the anti-missionary movement and Jewish organizations which 
specifically target Messianic Believers and attack their faith in 
the Messiah.41 While being made up of Jewish people, these 
individuals without doubt are members of the Adversary’s 
company, composing a “gathering/synagogue of Satan.” Anyone 
who specifically targets Believers in Messiah or Christ, with the 
intent of getting them to renounce their faith (or even the 
existence of God as Creator), is part of the “gathering/synagogue 
of Satan.” 

Any interpretation of what the synagogue of Satan is, is going 
to be, without question, controversial. However, the ancient 
First/Second Century Philadelphian congregation suffered scorn 
and hatred from this group of people—and if there are those 
Believers to be classified as “Philadelphian” today, they too will 
be opposed by similar people. 

Yeshua said in Revelation 3:9, “I will make them come and 
bow down at your feet, and make them know that I have loved 
you.” This does not sound like they come to bow down willingly, 
and may also be among those who are forced to recognize who 
Yeshua is as Supreme Lord, even though they have rejected 
Him. The Prophet Isaiah says that this is going to happen of all 
people, as the Lord implores the world to know Him as their 
Savior: 

“Turn to Me and be saved, all the ends of the earth; for I am 
God, and there is no other. I have sworn by Myself, the word has 
gone forth from My mouth in righteousness and will not turn 
back, that to Me every knee will bow, every tongue will swear 
allegiance” (Isaiah 45:22-23). 

The Apostle Paul reflected on this as well, in what is 
commonly called the Carmen Christi hymn: 

“For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed 
on Him the name which is above every name, so that at the 

 
41 The Answering Jewish Objections to Jesus series (2000-2010) by Michael L. 

Brown, presently in five volumes, gives much useful content for those involved 
in Jewish evangelism and debate with Jewish anti-missionaries to consider. 
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name of Yeshua EVERY KNEE WILL BOW, of those who are in 
heaven and on earth and under the earth, and that every tongue 
will confess that Yeshua the Messiah is Lord, to the glory of God 
the Father” (Philippians 2:9-11).42 

In the end, all are going to know who Yeshua is and who His 
true followers are. In the end, many are going to bow to the 
King of Kings, by force. Anyone who has been trying to 
undermine someone’s faith in Yeshua will especially be forced. 

 

WHO IS THE PHILADELPHIAN ASSEMBLY? 
In Revelation 3:7, the Messiah asserts His Divine authority 

before the Philadelphian assembly, saying that “He who is holy, 
who is true, who has the key of David, who opens and no one 
will shut, and who shuts and no one opens, says this.” This is a 
similar affirmation to that seen in Isaiah 22:22-23, which says. “I 
will place the key to the House of David on his shoulder; he will 
open and no one will close, he will close and no one will open. I 
will affix him as a peg in a secure place, and he will be like a 
throne of honor for his father’s house.” 

The key of the House of David, or mafteach Beit-David in the 
Tanach, is a sign of authority given to the King of Israel, Yeshua 
the Messiah. He shares this key with the Philadelphian Believers. 
It symbolically represents a Divine mission which He has given 
them to fulfill, as He states, “I know your deeds. Behold, I have 
put before you an open door which no one can shut, because 
you have a little power, and have kept My word, and have not 
denied My name” (Revelation 3:8). Yeshua says that because the 
Philadelphians have “kept the word of My perseverance, I also 
will keep you from the hour of testing, that hour which is about 
to come upon the whole world” (Revelation 3:10). Is this being 
put in the situation during the Tribulation, which demands that 
one choose to worship Satan or be executed as a martyr? 

When understanding that among pre-millennial readers of 
the Book of Revelation, the congregation at Philadelphia has 
historically been associated with those Believers who have been 
responsible for spreading the good news of Messiah Yeshua 
(Christ Jesus) to the far reaches of this planet as missionaries, 

 
42 This is examined in greater detail in the author’s commentary Philippians 

for the Practical Messianic. 
Cf. Erwin Nestle and Kurt Aland, eds., Novum Testamentum Graece, Nestle-

Aland 27th Edition (Stuttgart: Deutche Bibelgesellschaft, 1993), 518; Kurt Aland, et. 
al.. The Greek New Testament, Fourth Revised Edition (Stuttgart: Deutche 
Bibelgesellschaft/United Bible Societies, 1998), 675. 
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evangelists, and teachers—we should begin to likely consider 
those important things that the Messianic community today has 
largely been unable to do. 

Notice that the Messiah says, “I know that you have but little 
power, and yet you have kept my word and have not denied my 
name” (Revelation 3:8, RSV). The Messianic movement at the 
present time does not have much weight to pull in the larger 
Judeo-Christian religious world. And, there are those within our 
ranks who have a great deal of power, but who have not done a 
great deal of theological and spiritual work—and others among 
us who have done a great deal of theological and spiritual work, 
but have very little power and influence. Yet, in spite of the 
different, internal forces of push-and-pull, the Messianic 
movement is growing—and we must all fully commit ourselves 
to never denying the Lord Yeshua. 

I believe that our Heavenly Father, in spite of our relatively 
small condition today, is going to give us the opportunity to do 
some serious work in the future. Those who are committed to 
the mission and are firm in their faith in Him, should have been 
tested enough, by the trials of life itself, to be worthy to not to 
even have to be put in the situation to have to deny Him. The 
Lord will already know that they will never capitulate to the 
beast, and their loyalty to Him is steadfast. 

If this could indeed be, the great call before many of us in the 
still-emerging Messianic movement—then we have a huge job 
to do in the years to come. If we are to actually, and genuinely, 
continue in the calling and work of the “Philadelphian” Believers 
of the past, then we have the principal job of helping to establish 
the faith of Messiah followers and educating others in God’s 
Word. We have the major job of raising up men and women 
who are trained in a Torah foundation, and who live like Yeshua, 
loving others and serving others in the world. 

Furthermore, one of the things which must take place before 
Yeshua returns is the gospel of the Kingdom being preached to 
all the world. The Messiah tells us, “This gospel of the kingdom 
shall be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all the 
nations, and then the end will come” (Matthew 24:14). This is the 
good news not only of personal salvation, but also includes the 
message of Israel’s Kingdom being restored, decisively involving 
redeemed Jewish Believers and the righteous from the nations 
being consciously members of Israel’s Kingdom realm (cf. Amos 
9:11-12; Acts 15:15-18). I would suggest that the Philadelphian 
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Believers during the Tribulation period will be facilitating much 
of this, and this is why God does not have them be “tested.” 

Yeshua told the congregation at Philadelphia, “I am coming 
quickly; hold fast what you have, so that no one will take your 
crown” (Revelation 3:11). He says that in spite of their relatively 
small means, that great rewards await for them in the Kingdom. 
A victor’s garland waits for them because they have persevered 
through the work that the Lord has given them. 

 

WHAT IS THE DIVINE CALL  
GIVEN TO PHILADELPHIA? 

What understanding can we take from knowing about the 
Philadelphian assembly? How might we be considered part of 
this special group of Believers? 

It should be our prayer and continual hope that we all hold 
fast to our knowledge of the message of the good news of 
Messiah Yeshua and His coming Kingdom. Much has to be 
accomplished in order for God’s Kingdom to come to Earth. All 
of today’s Messianic Believers need to be trained and educated 
in a Torah foundation, and how Yeshua and the Apostles 
demonstrate God’s Torah in action. We all need to be molded 
into the missional community that Ancient Israel was called to 
be: a kingdom of priests (Exodus 19:6; cf. 1 Peter 2:5, 9; 
Revelation 1:6; 5:10) and a group of people whose wisdom is 
demonstrated to the world at large, by their obedience to God’s 
Instruction (Deuteronomy 4:6). 

As we each strive to do this, we will be opposed by many—
most especially many non-believing Jews, who will try to 
convince us that the Torah is all which is necessary and that 
Yeshua is not the promised Messiah. But the Torah is decisively 
incomplete without Yeshua (cf. Romans 10:4). Torah observance in 
and of itself will bring a person nothing (Philippians 3:6b, 9). A 
true Torah observance must come as a part of the good works 
which God desires each one of us to have (Ephesians 2:10), as we 
walk in the power of the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:4)—because each 
of us has been transformed by the salvation available in His Son, 
and are being continually perfected via the power of the New 
Covenant (Jeremiah 31:31-34; Ezekiel 36:25-27). 

Being involved in final stages of the return of Yeshua the 
Messiah (Jesus Christ) and participating in the establishment of 
His Eternal Kingdom on this planet—is an extremely high and 
holy calling—one which no mortal can ever hope to stop. If the 
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comparisons are correct, then God promises to preserve from 
the hour of testing those who are truly participating in seeing 
this come about, where many others will have to choose to 
remain true in their faith in Yeshua, or will have to worship the 
Devil and take the mark of the beast to keep their lives (yet be 
eternally punished). 

Each of us must choose to remain true to our intense 
devotion for the Lord, and our love for one another, striving to 
fulfill the end-time calling of the Philadelphian assembly. Just as 
those Philadelphians of the past, who helped spread the good 
news of salvation in the Messiah to the far reaches of the globe, 
to heathen peoples who had never heard of Him or had ever 
seen a Bible—so must we today spread the good news of the 
Kingdom of Israel being restored, and be an example of those 
who endure in their faith for the Lord, never giving up. 

As pre-tribulationists so aptly put it, the “Philadelphian 
church” is spared from the hour of testing. However, not all 
Believers are Philadelphian, and not all born again Believers 
have come to the realization that God is doing something most 
unique and special with our still-emerging Messianic movement. 
May we seek this to be our calling, and pray that we are indeed 
spared from the hour of testing—having the “brotherly love” of 
which the name Philadelphia speaks. Our high calling must be to 
spread not only the good news of salvation from sins and of 
God’s love for the world, as those Philadelphians of past history 
have done. We must also seek to see Believers quantitatively 
identify themselves as citizens of the Kingdom or 
Commonwealth of Israel (cf. Ephesians 2:11-13), and thus 
endeavor to truly spread this good news which will one day 
significantly change the face of this planet. 
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