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 New year is a great time to ‘clean house’, as it were – whether that be literally, or 
figuratively 

 To do all those things that we have put off; that we do not give enough time to 
addressing – “but really should”; that we need to dwell on and reform 

 You have been feasting over recent weeks – what little spiritual morsel can we 
find – to feed us in this season? <Slide #1> 

 Philemon! A very brief letter of only 25 verses from the apostle Paul. 

 <Slide #2>  The introduction gives us the basics… Paul is in prison – (so he is in 
Rome) & Timothy is with him 

 The letter is addressed to Philemon, his wife Apphia & their son Archippus 

 And there is a Christian congregation who meet in their house – so far so good…  

 <Slide #3> 

 It gets better, Paul is moved to thanksgiving, by all he hears of how Philemon’s 
life is shaped by his faith 

 Vs 6 I think has a clue to growing up & maturity 
❖ Philemon 6 (NLT) 6 And I am praying that you will put into action the generosity 
that comes from your faith as you understand and experience all the good things 
we have in Christ. <Frame #2>  

 As Philemon understands and experiences the good things in Christ – everything 
flows out of that 

 The more Philemon notices, tunes into what God is doing – the more his own 
Spirit will respond likewise in return.  And this is the very thing that has been 
happening – and Paul is thrilled but also refreshed & strengthened as he ponders 
that. 

 Now to business, the point & purpose of Paul’s letter <Slide #4> 

 And if Philemon (and you yourselves) have learned anything from the 
understanding & experience of Christ – then we see that this follows right on 

 I have a favour, -  …I could demand it – but I won’t.  I will just make a simple 
request 

 This is in-house.  This is something the community of Christ should expect. 

 In the world, the Emperor commands his Generals; his Generals command the 
centurions, and the centurions the soldiers.  In the workplace, the owner directs 
the manager, the manager directs the staff 

 That’s how it goes, chain of command 

 When Christ comes on the scene, all this changes.  There is a different 
presumption, a different culture at work.  One that God models first of all 

 The end game is that God is honoured – and if we can embrace that, then we 
choose.  God’s Love is the framework guiding action 

 And this favour concerns Onesimus.  A one-time slave of Philemon’s, now a 
runaway.  And Onesimus has run a long, long way! <Slide #4> 

 Map:- Rome - Colossae 

 Somehow this miscreant has come in contact with Paul, and found faith in Jesus, 
for himself. 

 Now slavery is an issue in its own right, and you may well be familiar with the 
work of William Wilberforce and the story of John Newton.  We are not going to 
go into the depths of the social morality of that particularly today 

 It was a reality of the first century – and indeed both Greek & Roman culture had 
established it as a societal institution, what was not universally all about cruelty 
and oppression. 
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 But talking off from your master was a bad thing, with serious consequences. 

 And Paul has had with him, this fugitive. 

 So why would Onesimus take off?  Not precisely sure, but Paul gives us two 
clues <Slide #6>.   

 “Not much use” – unreliable and problematic? …and he has “done wrong”  Theft? 

 Has Philemon got good reason to be aggrieved?  Yes!  Is he within his rights, to 
take action? Yes!  Does Onesimus deserve punishment?  Yes! 

 And here is the light blighter, bold as brass turning up bearing this letter from the 
apostle. 

 Never the less Paul reports that since his conversion – Onesimus had made a big 
turn around, and now he is proving very helpful to Paul in his mission for the 
Gospel <Frame #2> 

 So Paul is treading very carefully here with Philemon – to keep good faith with his 
friend, and to coach him into action consistent with Philemon’s faith <Slide #7> 

 The words here remind us of our common entitlement in Christ. Redeemed 
sinners, living and functioning together in community, before God, under Christ 

 But the theory clashes sometimes with reality.  And the place we react from, 
might well get confounded, in the outrage of the grievous wounds we have 
suffered at the hands of our brothers and sisters in the faith. 

 It is difficult sometimes when we have been disappointed, betrayed or swindled 
by those we thought we could trust 

 And we are exposed, prone to a choice, in how we respond.  Which world we live 
from.  The counsel we embrace, and the counsel we shut out 

 In the letter to Philemon, Paul presents a case study complete.  Onesimus ran 
away, then came to faith, mad radical changes in his life – for the sake of the 
gospel, and now comes ‘cap in hand’ back at Pauls urging to reconcile with his 
master. 

 The story is neat – perhaps too neat – in that we are more likely to face 
circumstances that have not run their full course 

 But there is a principle here about keeping short accounts, with our brothers and 
sisters in Christ, who we aggrieve, or who have injured us. 

 Jesus spoke about this in this way <Slide #8> 
❖ John 3:6 (NKJV) 6 That which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is born 
of the Spirit is spirit 

 Where do you live from?  From the flesh or from the Spirit. 

 Learning to live in and walk with the Spirit, is counter intuitive.  It does indeed 
require abandonment of things that we might currently value, or presently 
presume upon.  <Frame #2> 

❖ John 6:63 (NKJV) 63 It is the Spirit who gives life; the flesh profits nothing. The 
words that I speak to you are spirit, and they are life.  

 Do you believe that?  Can you accept that?  Yes Peter, of course! 

 ‘Cause let me tell you something, the first audiences who heard those words of 
Jesus, really struggled with it.  (Nicodemus; and His would be followers) 

 This comes down to trust.  Not our confidence in one another, to be the epitome 
of all sweetness and light – but trust to accept God at His Word, when it comes to 
genuinely living all our relationships 

 …love is the hallmark of authentic Christian goodness; …love is always a fruit of faith; 

…love needs development through knowledge: …all that we need for full reconciliation 
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with God is in Christ, and here, all that we need for full reconciliation with one another is 

likewise in Christ.1 

 Where do you need to do some housecleaning? 

                                                           
1 Lucas, R. C. (1980). Fullness & freedom: the message of Colossians & Philemon (p. 190). Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity Press. 
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