        4/05/07 Maundy Thursday Sermon:  Jesus’ Letters to Uss:   “Dear Brotherly Love!”
                   (Texts:  Revelation  3:7-13;  1st John 3:11, 16-24;  John  13:33-38)

************************************************************************
     Tonight we conclude our sermon series entitled Jesus’ Letters to Us with His letter to the Church in “Philadelphia.”  The word “Philadelphia” means “brotherly love.”  This ancient city was named after a king who loved his brother dearly.  Now, what Jesus writes to the Church in Philadelphia is also meant for ALL Christians of ALL times and places – and so this letter is also meant for our ears, the Church in Jamestown.

     Jesus begins his letter with these words:  “To the angel of the church in Philadelphia write:  These are the words of him who is holy and true, who holds the key of David.  What he opens no one can shut, and what he shuts no one can open.  I know your deeds.  See, I have placed before you an open door that on one can shut.  I know that you have little strength, yet you have kept my word and have not denied my name.”
     What does this mean?  First, Jesus says that He is holy and true.  Simply put, Jesus is not just one option among many saviors.  No!  Only Jesus is Holy.  Only Jesus is True.

     In addition, Jesus says that He has the “key of David.”  Now, David was one of the greatest kings of God’s Old Testament people, Israel.  God gave David “the key to open and close many doors.”  This is a figurative way of saying that God gave David authority to do many wonderful things in God’s Name.

     However, God promised King David that He would send an even greater King into the world.  This King would be a descendant of David, and so this King would be human.  But Scripture also teaches that David would call his descendant “Lord.”  So, David’s human descendant would also be God Himself!  Therefore, when Jesus says that He holds “The Key of David” He means that God has given Him all authority in heaven and earth.  Those who oppose Jesus will be crushed.  Those who trust in Jesus will be saved.
     Jesus goes on to say that He knows about the good works of the Christians in Philadelphia.  Even though their strength is weak because of trials and persecutions they’ve suffered because of their witness for Jesus, they have remained faithful.  

     In fact, Jesus says that God has given them an “open door.”  What does this mean?  Well, if you examine Scripture, an “open door” was a symbolic way of speaking about a mission opportunity that God gives His people.
     Listen to what the Apostle Paul writes to the Church at Corinth:  “…I will stay on at Ephesus until Pentecost, because a great door for effective work has opened to me, and there are many who oppose me.”  Here Paul says that even though many oppose his work for Jesus, he is still excited about the “open door” God has given him to proclaim the Gospel in Ephesus.

     On another occasion Paul writes the following to the Church in Colossae:  “…pray for us, too, that God may open a door for our message, so that we may proclaim the mystery of Christ, for which I am in chains.”  Did you hear that?  Even while Paul was in prison, chained like a criminal, he was praying that God would open a door for him to preach about Jesus in that place.

     In the same way, the Christians in Philadelphia felt like prisoners in their own city because of all the trials and persecutions they endured from the unbelievers who hated their message.  Nevertheless, Jesus reminds them that God has given them an open door to proclaim the Gospel – even to their enemies.

     Now, who are their enemies?  Jesus writes:  “I will make those who are of the synagogue of Satan, who claim to be Jews though they are not, but are liars – I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you.”
     The Christians in Philadelphia were not loved by the unbelieving Jews in that city.  This is ironic.  This city of “brotherly love” is filled with people who hate Jesus and His disciples.  Jesus refers to these unbelieving Jews as a “synagogue of Satan.”  You see, these unbelieving Jews thought they were religious people, but they were actually servants of the devil.  

     These unbelieving Jews hated Jesus and so they hated the Christians, too.  In fact, these Jews slanderously said that God hated the Christians.  Nevertheless, Jesus reminds the Church in Philadelphia that God has given them an open door to be a witness to these unbelieving Jews.  In response to their hatred the Christians are to speak the Truth in love in the hope that these unbelievers will eventually repent and trust in Jesus also.

     However, if these Jews refuse to repent and continue to despise the witness of the Church; if they continue to slander the Christians by saying that God hates them, then Jesus says:  “I will make them come and fall down at your feet and acknowledge that I have loved you.”  How and when will this happen?  On the Final Day, when Christ returns in glory, God will force ALL unbelievers to admit that Jesus is Lord and that He loves all who have trusted in Him.  God will defeat those who insist on being His enemies.  However, until the Final Day comes, God has given us an open door to witness to our enemies in the hope that they, too, will be saved.
     Next Jesus says:  “Since you have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also protect you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth.”  What does this mean?  Simply put, the original Greek makes it clear that Jesus promises to keep them safe during the “hour of trial” which is a figurative way of describing life in this evil world.

     In other words, Jesus does NOT keep all suffering from us.  In fact, sometimes Jesus allows us to suffer great trials and persecutions.  But He does promise to “keep us safe” in the midst of our suffering.  Jesus promises that He will keep us strong in our faith.  Jesus will also protect us from devil who seeks to deceive us and lead us away from Christ.

     For example, on the night before Jesus was betrayed – the night we call Maundy Thursday – Jesus said the following to his apostles:  “All this I have told you so that you will not go astray. They will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, a time is coming when anyone who kills you will think he is offering a service to God. They will do such things because they have not known the Father or me.”  Here Jesus tells his apostles plainly that many will hate them and some will even eventually kill them simply because they are witnesses for Jesus.
     However, Jesus then goes on to say these words to His apostles:  “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”  Did you hear that?  Jesus did NOT say that we Christians would have no trials in this life.  But He DID say that we can have peace because He has overcome the world.  Simply put, because of Jesus our sins are forgiven and not even death can separate us from the love of God.
     Now, listen to another thing that Jesus says on Maundy Thursday.  First, Jesus prays for His apostles:  “My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one.”  Did you hear that?  Jesus clearly says that they will have to face trouble in this world.  They can’t escape that.  However, Jesus prays that His Father will protect them from the evil one.  God will keep their faith strong.

     Finally, Jesus also prayed for YOU on Maundy Thursday.  Listen to Jesus’ prayer:  “My prayer is not for [the apostles] alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, 21 that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. 22 I have given them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one: 23 I in them and you in me. May they be brought to complete unity to let the world know that you sent me and have loved them even as you have loved me.”
     Did you hear that?  Jesus prays for YOU – people who have been saved through the message of the apostles, which we have in the New Testament.  Jesus prays that we may be unified around our common faith in God’s Word so that we might together give a faithful witness to the world.   The result will be that other people will hear that God sent His Son into this world as our Savior because He loves us.

     With that understood, let’s hear the last part of Jesus’ letter:  “I am coming soon. Hold on to what you have, so that no one will take your crown. 12 Him who overcomes I will make a pillar in the temple of my God. Never again will he leave it. I will write on him the name of my God and the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which is coming down out of heaven from my God; and I will also write on him my new name. 13 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.”
     Jesus says that He is coming soon.  Some will say:  “How can that be?  Jesus said that 2000 years ago and He hasn’t returned yet!”  Well, we must remember that God’s time is not our time.  What’s 2000 years compared to eternity in Heaven or Hell?  God wants all to be saved.  The longer Jesus waits to return, the longer there will be an open door to share His Gospel with the world so that more can hear and be saved.

     In addition, Jesus comforts us believers with symbols and images that point to the salvation and hope we have been given.  Jesus tells us to “overcome,” and we overcome through faith in the victory Jesus has won for us by His death and resurrection.  

     Jesus says that we will be “pillars in God’s Temple.”  This means that we will spend eternity in God’s loving presence, and we will never leave that blessed home.  

     In addition, Jesus says that He will write many names on us.  This is God’s way of saying that He has made you his own.  You belong to Him.  You have God’s Name.  God put His Name on you in Holy Baptism.  When you hear God’s Word of loving mercy in Christ, He’s putting His Name on you.  You belong to Him forever!
     Finally, what does Jesus’ letter to Philadelphia have to do with Maundy Thursday?  Well, that word “Maundy” comes from the Latin word “Mandatum” which is taken from the Latin translation of John chapter 13.  The Latin word “Mandatum” means “commandment.”  Listen again to Jesus words from our Gospel reading:  “A new command I give you:  love one another as I have loved you.”  Did you hear that?  We Christians we get to love another AS CHRIST HAS LOVED US!  How did Christ love us?  On Maundy Thursday or “Commandment Thursday” Jesus said:  “Take, eat.  This is my Body given for you.  Take, drink.  This is my Blood of the New Testament shed for you for the forgiveness of your sins.”

     My beloved brothers and sisters, Jesus loved us so much that He was willing to give His Body and Blood as a sacrifice for our sins that we might be forgiven and live forever in God’s love.  As this love of Jesus fills our lives, we will be moved to love one another in a whole new way.  

     Listen to what the Apostle John writes in his 1st Epistle:  

“Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God. 8 Whoever does not love does not know God, because God is love. 9 This is how God showed his love among us: He sent his one and only Son into the world that we might live through him. 10 This is love: not that we loved God, but that he loved us and sent his Son as an atoning sacrifice for our sins. 11 Dear friends, since God so loved us, we also ought to love one another. 12 No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us … 19 We love because he first loved us.”
     Did you hear that?  Because of Jesus’ love for us, every Christian congregation could be called “Philadelphia” – the congregation of “brotherly love.”  However, we are not only called to love our fellow Christians.  We are also called to love those who do not yet believe in Jesus.  
     So, as you leave this place tonight and walk through the doors, remember that God has given our congregation an “open door.”  God has given us an opportunity for mission right here in Jamestown.  We get to be witnesses for Jesus in this city.  We get to love others as God has loved us – and the best way we can love others is by speaking God’s Truth in love to them.
     Finally, as we strive to be witnesses for Jesus in this evil world, some may hate us.  But Jesus calls us to love them anyway.  Even though we may face hatred and persecution as we speak the Truth in love, we must remember that Jesus protects us.  You are marked with His Name.  You are pillars in God’s Temple.  You are citizens of the Holy City that could be called “Philadelphia” – the eternal city of “brotherly love.”  Amen!
