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Alone I cannot serve the Lord effectively, and he will spare no pains 
to teach me this. He will bring things to an end, allowing doors to 
close and leaving me ineffectively knocking my head against a wall 
until I realize that I need the help of the Body as well as of the Lord. 

- Watchman Nee 

The fellowship of believers in Jesus Christ is remarkably powerful for good. 

… I wonder whether that has been your experience. … It may have been… 

without your fully appreciating just how good it has been. …(Too easily we 

take familiar things for granted.)   

It is also possible for the fellowship of believers to be less … in our 

experience… than it ought to be. … What we call fellowship… might be no 

more than a loose association of people… who occasionally assemble for 

something we call 'church'. … Or it may be that what we think is 'fellowship' 

is just human friendship… (itself a wonderful thing)… but not the same as 

the fellowship of believers.  

It is possible that the concept of Christian 'fellowship' is in danger of being 

underestimated or undervalued. … Could it be that as Christian churches 

focus on worship… or ministry… or even on missions or discipleship… that 

we somehow have lost sight of the basic and wonderful goodness… and 

power… of the fellowship of believers? … If you are wondering what I am 

talking about… perhaps that is evidence that my concerns have some 

basis! 

What is Christian 'fellowship'? … What is good about it?  
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In a corner of the New Testament… is a very short letter - not quite the 

New Testament's shortest - but in most Bibles… it fits on one page. … It is 

a gem. … It is about the power of the fellowship of believers.  

The letter has become known by the name of the man… to whom it was 

written - Philemon. … And behind the letter… is a remarkable story. … It 

too… (in its own way)… is a story of the power of the fellowship of 

believers. … To hear this letter… and its story… is to hear a deeply moving 

call… to know and experience the power of the fellowship of believers. 

There was a difficult situation in the Colossian church… which met in the 

home of Philemon. … You will recall that the first century church did not 

have nice buildings… like we have today… that are dedicated for our 

worship… teaching… and fellowship.  They met in homes… and the 

Colossian church met in the home of Philemon.. (a friend of the Apostle 

Paul… who he probably met when Paul ministered for 2 years in nearby 

Ephesus.)  

Paul wrote TWO letters from his prison cell in Rome… which were carried 

to Colossae… and delivered - at the same time. …  Both of them were to 

be read… to the whole church that met in Philemon’s home… even though 

the one that bore Philemon’s name… might seem (to us)… to be a 

personal letter (only for Philemon)… and no one else’s business.   We have 

both of these letters in our New Testaments.  They are… of course… 

Colossians and Philemon.  

Philemon was a man who cared for his fellow Christians. … He cared about 

their welfare… in his words… his acts… and (I am sure)… in his prayers. 
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He cared especially about their faith in Jesus… their love for each other… 

and their hope. … Look what Paul says of him in verse 7 of his letter to 

him… 

Philemon 7 

It seems that Paul had little doubt… that Philemon's fellowship in the 

faith…  would be an effective factor… in the difficult matter Paul’s letter was 

going to raise with him. 

How does this work? … How does the fellowship of believers 'become 

effective' …particularly in difficult situations? … We will see this in our 

passage this morning. 

But before we go there… I need to say… by “difficult situations”… I mean 

situations where… if it were not for the fellowship of believers… things 

would be much more problematic. … We do not see the power of the 

fellowship of believers… simply when like-minded people… (who happen to 

share a great deal in common)… enjoy one another's company and 

friendship. … There is nothing wrong with that… of course… and it will 

always be part of the reality of our fellowship. … But the fellowship of the 

faith… is more powerful than that. … It is more than 'the new friends I make 

at church'! … It is important for believers to know… the power of their 

fellowship… for the difficult situations. … … … (“Oh, Lord… may we know 

this power at Living Water!”) 

The situation in Colossae on the day that these two letters from Paul were 

being read for the first time…  was that Paul had met Onesimus in Rome. 

… Onesimus was a slave… who had run away from Philemon... in 
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Colossae… and fled to Rome.  (In verses 18 & 19… we will see in this 

letter strong evidence… that Onesimus probably stole money or valuables 

from Philemon… which helped get him to Rome.)   We will learn a little 

more about the difficulties between Philemon and Onesimus shortly.  

But Paul had now led Onesimus to faith in Jesus Christ. … For these three 

men… (all now believers in Christ Jesus)… how would the fellowship of the 

faith work among them? … They were different in so many ways… the 

great apostle… the criminal (low class) slave… and the aristocrat master 

who had been wronged. … How effective will their fellowship in the faith 

be?  

It is difficult to say why Onesimus ran away from his master, Philemon. 

Some say it was because Philemon was a harsh taskmaster. But that 

hardly seems likely from what we just read in verse 7 about Philemon’s 

character. … Far more probable is the supposition that Onesimus was an  

ungrateful servant… with a dishonest streak… who saw his chance to 

make off with a big chunk of his master’s savings - and did it… leaving 

Philemon deeply hurt… and quite possibly in financial straits. 

Onesimus was in big trouble… for he was guilty of two capital crimes: 

running away and theft. … They were capital because they were sins 

against the existing social order. … If allowed to spread… they would mean 

the demise of slavery and the Roman Empire… ou can’t have slaves 

around the Empire suddenly decide not to be salves anymore… much less 

take whatever they want from their master.  … Every time it happens… an 

example must be made. So rebellious slaves… if not cruelly put to death… 

were at least branded on the forehead with F for Fugitivus (Fugitive) or CF 



5 
 

for Cave Furem (Beware of thief!). … Onesimus theoretically could have 

gotten both… if his master was in a good mood. 

We do not know how he happened upon Paul. … Perhaps he was down 

and out… heard Paul’s name discussed… remembered his contact with 

Philemon… and sought him out for help. … Whatever the case… 

Onesimus returned again and again… and was truly converted!  And his 

life was changed. 

Soon he became one of Paul’s devoted disciples, doing whatever he could 

to ease his imprisonment—running errands, doing manual labor to help 

with expenses, counseling others. As Onesimus grew, the conviction that 

he must return to Philemon also grew. Perhaps he had heard of the Lord’s 

words from the Sermon on the Mount: “So if you are offering your gift at the 

altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, 

leave your gift there before the altar and go. First be reconciled to your 

brother, and then come and offer your gift” (Matthew 5:23-24). Onesimus 

determined to make things right. 

It is kind of fun to imagine the day on which the believers gathered in 

Philemon’s home for their regular Sunday worship.  “OK Folks… after we 

open in prayer… and if we can get our video projectors to work… we’ll then 

sing “Here I am to Worship…” Tychicus is here… all the way from Rome.  

He has a letter from the Apostle Paul… that is addressed to us…”  

At the conclusion of the reading of the longer letter… I imagine Tychicus 

clearing his throat a little… and then saying… 'Brothers, I do have another 

letter from Paul that he wants you all to hear. It is brief, but important.' 
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As the assembly waited in silence, I imagine that Tychicus began to read 

again: 

Philemon 1-3 

In Paul’s other letter… which had perhaps just been read… moments 

earlier… Paul did not address himself in this way. … Here… he writes: 

“Paul… a prisoner for Christ Jesus… and Timothy” …  … In the letter we 

know as “Colossians”… Paul introduces himself in his usual manner (the 

way he does in his other letters)… “Paul, an Apostle of the Lord Jesus 

Christ…”  

Paul draws attention in this letter… not to his apostolic authority… from 

which he could command Philemon to obey Paul’s authority…  but instead 

Paul points to his rather humiliating circumstances.  … In this letter… Paul 

identifies himself as a prisoner… From his opening greeting… we get a hint 

of what is to come.  “It is rather odd that I, Paul, am a prisoner… Set your 

minds on this: followers of Christ do not fit the mold and regular 

expectations of the world…”  Paul is setting the tone for what he is about to 

express. 

The next surprise is that Paul singles out a particular person… 

(Philemon)… as the main addressee of the letter.  He also includes 

Apphia… who most scholars assume is Philemon’s wife… and also 

Archippus… who is either their son… or one of the main leaders in the 

church. 

But the biggest surprise (to me) so far with this letter… is that right after 

Philemon… Apphia… and Archippus… are addressed… Paul… then 
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includes the whole church.  Clearly… Paul’s intent was that Philemon was 

to hear this letter read… at the same time the church heard it. 

This is strange… particularly from the point of view of our sensibilities about 

how we distinguish private and public matters. When we get to the main 

part of the letter… we will see that this is a particularly personal word to 

Philemon. Yet it seems that it was delivered to him in the hearing of the 

whole assembly.  

The greeting in verse 3 is plural “You’all”… It is to the whole gathering.  But 

then starting in verse 4… Paul only uses the singular “You – Philemon”… 

But then… as he closes the letter… he switches back again to the plural in 

verses 22 and 25… “You’all”… directing his closing comments to the entire 

group.  

I do not think that this should be regarded as a tactic to increase the 

pressure on Philemon to do what Paul will be proposing in the letter. … It is 

certainly not a public rebuke… or anything of that kind. … Philemon has 

done nothing at all wrong. … Rather… I think Paul is naturally expressing 

something that the 21st Century church has moved far away from - the 

corporate nature of the Christian fellowship.  

We are so busy living our lives in this fast-paced world… and we’ve 

become so private and independent… that this seems so foreign to us… 

and even wrong. “Paul… how could you do this…?  Give Philemon some 

privacy.  He might not want to follow the Holy Spirit’s leading.  That is his 

right… Besides… who are you to suggest what he should do…?”   
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I am not sure what it would look like in today’s privacy-loving culture… but 

perhaps we should pray that our church would regain some of the 

corporate nature of Christian fellowship… that Christ’s universal church 

once had…  Our concept of fellowship today… is clearly… a lot different 

than the concept of fellowship during the 1st century. 

As noted… starting with verse four… the letter becomes a word to 

Philemon himself. … It is addressed to him in the hearing of the gathering 

in his house… but it is to him. 

Philemon 4-6 

The ESV of verse 6 puts it like this: “and I pray that the sharing of your faith 

may become effective for the full knowledge of every good thing that is in 

us for the sake of Christ.” … The verse is very difficult to translate… and 

when I first started studying today’s passage… I thought “sharing your 

faith” meant witnessing to non-believers about Christ. (That was the most 

common phrase we used to use in my college years… for going onto the 

college campus to evangelize.  We would say “we are going out to share 

our faith…”)   

 

But looking at the Greek word that Paul used for sharing… (“Koinonia”)… 

and seeing it in the context of Paul’s conversation in this letter… I am 

convinced that more literally… it should be rendered… 'your fellowship 

(koinonia) of the faith'. … “I pray that the fellowship of your faith… (your 

sharing in common of the same faith together)… may become effective… 

reaching full knowledge… and good deeds… especially with regard to one 

person (Onesimus.)” …”I am praying that you would have effective 
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fellowship… one that grows in the knowledge of God’s will… bearing every 

good work…” 

 

Philemon 7-8 

Philemon had been a great blessing to many saints… and now he could be 

a blessing to one of his own slaves who had just been saved! 

Paul moves the conversation a little closer to his request… as he mentions 

something was “required” of Philemon… at the end of verse 8. … One of 

the marvels of this little letter is how Paul holds back from explicitly telling 

Philemon what he should do. He simply refers to 'what is required' (or 'what 

is fitting' or 'what is proper'). Yet it is clear that there is something that he is 

hoping and expecting Philemon will do. 

Philemon 9 

Paul hopes that the fellowship in the faith will not become effective through 

a command. That is not to say that there is no place for commands in the 

Christian fellowship. But there is something better than a command. 'I 

appeal,' says Paul. I encourage. I exhort. The reason is 'for love's sake' 

(because of love.) 

I think that Paul demonstrates a key ingredient for having an effective 

fellowship.  Ministers of God's Word (like me)… ministry leaders… and 

church members who know the Word of God… all of whom are rather less 

important than the apostle… and much less… in a position to be giving 

commands among God's people… We would do well to take note of this. 

There may be a time and place to wield authority… but that was never 
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Paul's preferred way. … It should never be our preferred way either. 

'Because of love, I prefer to appeal to you.' 

Philemon 10 

Still we wait for some indication of what Paul wanted Philemon to do. 

But the first hint (finally) comes in verse 10…  In the original he does not 

mention the name until the end of the sentence: 'I appeal to you for my 

child, whose father I became in my imprisonment, Onesimus.' 

I imagine an awkward silence in the gathering at the mention of that name. 

Everyone knew… no doubt… of his escape from Philemon's household… 

and perhaps of the robbery. … Onesimus brought the letters with 

Tychicus… which must have caused quite a stir when the two of them 

arrived in Colossae. … There must have been at least some tension and 

difficulty with Onesimus present in the gathering… as the first letter had 

been read out. … I imagine the nudges and whispers when Tychicus read, 

towards the end of the longer letter… … Look how Paul began his close of 

the longer letter (Colossians)… 

Colossians 4:9 (ESV)  
and with him Onesimus, our faithful and beloved brother, who is one 
of you. They will tell you of everything that has taken place here.  

…“Onesimus, our faithful and beloved brother”… I’m sure that must have 

brought a gasp or two.  … But now… in this second letter that is read to 

them…  Paul mentions him again… and finally begins to indicate the main 

reason for why Onesimus is there.   
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Onesimus represented a difficult situation. … Yet what Paul wanted to 

underline about Onesimus… was that Paul had brought him to faith in 

Christ… to new birth. … He was… therefore… Paul's 'child'. … In his 

imprisonment… Paul had become his father… by being instrumental in him 

receiving new life. … Onesimus had left Colossae a criminal. He was 

returning a different man. 

There!  Now that he finally mentioned his name… big gulps of air had been 

sucked out of the room… eyebrows were raised… only the quick glances to 

look over at Philemon broke the stillness of the room.  

However… to lighten the tension… Paul employed something with them 

mention of Onesimus’ name.  … … Paul made a little joke.  

Philemon 11 

Paul used some unexpected humor by making a pun of Onesimus’ name… 

(Onesimus meant “useful”)  “Useless has become useful”…  

There was undoubtedly a twinkle in Paul’s eye… some playfulness. Paul 

was 179 words into his letter of 460 words… and this was the first mention 

of Onesimus… the main subject… and it was with a gracious lightness. 

Paul’s masterful approach to Philemon provides us with needed wisdom in 

dealing with our own relational problems.  We must learn to choose our 

words carefully. … … But Solomon says, “Like apples of gold in settings of 

silver is a word spoken in right circumstances” (Prov. 25:11).  (LISTEN!)… 

Effective fellowship runs on loving tact… something every Christian should 

master regardless of personality or position. 
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Next, in his attempt to effect reconciliation… Paul described to Philemon 

his own intimate relationship with Onesimus. … We see this in several key 

words prudently sprinkled throughout the letter. …They are powerful… 

emotive nouns: “child,” “heart,” and “brother” (we see these in verses 10, 

12, and 16). … But here in verse 10… he said, “I appeal to you for my 

child… whose father I became in my imprisonment - Onesimus” …Paul 

describes Onesimus as his child… thus calling to mind one of the most 

precious and intimate of human relationships. … Paul wanted them to know 

that he was bonded to Onesimus. 

 

Philemon 12 

Paul did not use the very common word for “heart” that we see used many 

times throughout Scripture.  Instead he used a very special word that 

intensifies the idea of feelings and compassion… “splankna.”  I remember 

when I was learning Greek… that there were certain words that were easy 

to learn… because the word itself… sounds like what it refers to.  For 

example when Paul wrote in Philippians 3:7 …”for whatever gain I had” 

(writing about his privileged Jewish status)  “I consider it all loss in 

comparison to knowing Christ…”  The Greek word for “loss” is “skubula” – 

and it sure sounds like what it depicts. (“My privileged status is skubula 

compared to knowing Christ.) … …  If you walk through our side yard at our 

house after my daughters and their dogs have visited… and we have not 

picked-up after them yet… you might have to scrape “skubula” off your 

shoe.  Skubula was one of those words in Greek that I did not have a hard 

time learning… and splankna (the word Paul used in Philemon 12) is 

another one of those words.  Splankna literally means “intestines.”  When 
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you feel the strongest emotions… your heart beats faster… but when the 

emotion is most severe… your intestines feel like a bunch of Kamikaze 

pilots have invaded.  … The first century person considered our intestines 

to be the very center of our strong emotions. 

So verse 12 actually reads… “I am sending you my intestines…”   

OK… men… Valentines day is coming.  Let me help those of you who 

always have a difficult time knowing what to write on your valentines card.  

If you REALLY want to express an intense kind of love for her… you will 

write: “I love you with all my splankna!”  … Just bi-pass all the wimpy heart 

stuff.  “Intestines” says it more deeply…”  Spill your guts… guys!   

That is what Paul did… “I am sending you my very splankna…”  

Philemon 13 

Paul was certainly not sending Onesimus back to Philemon because he 

wanted to. … If it were a matter of Paul's preference… he would have kept 

Onesimus with him. … Perhaps Onesimus had been caring for Paul himself 

in some way during his imprisonment. … More likely… given the words 

Paul uses here… Onesimus helped Paul in his gospel work during his 

confinement in Rome. … They were working well together as partners in 

the gospel! 

Philemon 14 

We are back to where we began in verses 8 and 9. Paul did not want 

Philemon's hand to be forced, either by an apostolic command… or an 

apostolic pre-emptive action. … What Philemon was to do… literally 'the 
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good thing', was to come from his heart… not from forced necessity… by 

external compulsion. … … The picture of how the fellowship of the faith 

'becomes effective' is becoming clearer. 

Philemon 15-16 

Paul knew who rules over the affairs of men and women. We cannot 

infallibly discern God's purpose, particularly in events involving wrong 

human actions. Sometimes, especially with the benefit of hindsight, we can 

guess at God's purpose in what happens to us, in the difficult situations that 

life brings. Paul suggests the possibility of an extraordinary purpose in what 

has happened! 

Onesimus departed so he could come back. He was gone a short time so 

that he and his master might be together forever. He left for Rome a slave, 

but he would return to Colossae a brother. How gracious God was to rule 

and overrule in these affairs! 

But a major problem would still exist… if Philemon would simply take him 

back… and let by-gones be by-gones. … If he was too easy on 

Onesimus… it might influence other slaves to seemingly  "become 

Christians"…  with insincere professions of faith… just to influence their 

masters. … However… if he was too hard on the man… it might affect 

Philemon's testimony and ministry in Colossae. 

Paul seems to anticipate the predicament Philemon would be in… so at this 

point… Paul offered the perfect solution. … It was a costly solution as far 

as the Apostle Paul was concerned… but he was willing to pay the price. 
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Philemon 17-19 

At this point Paul actually took the pen from his secretary …and wrote the 

equivalent of a first-century Roman IOU… with his own hand. … It was 

legally binding. (It was a legal promissory note of that time.) … Paul 

volunteered to become a "business partner" with Philemon and help him 

solve the problem with Onesimus. He made two suggestions: "Receive him 

as myself," and "Put that [whatever he stole from you] on my account." … 

This was Paul's assurance to his friend that the debt would be paid. 

(LISTEN!) … Grace is love that pays a price. … And effective fellowship 

happens where there is plenty of grace. 

This is to me an illustration of what Jesus Christ has done for us as 

believers. God's people are so identified with Jesus Christ that God 

receives them as He receives His Son! We are "accepted in the Beloved" 

(Eph. 1:6) and clothed in His righteousness (2 Cor. 5:21). We certainly 

cannot approach God with any merit of our own, but God must receive us 

when we come to Him "in Jesus Christ."  

The word receive in Philemon 17 means "to receive into one's family 

circle." Imagine a slave entering his master's family! … But imagine a guilty 

sinner entering God's family! 

When I trusted Christ as my Savior… His righteousness was put on my 

account… and now God accepts me in Jesus Christ. … Jesus said to the 

Father… "He no longer owes You a debt because I paid it fully on the 

cross. Receive him as You would receive Me. Let him come into the family 

circle!" 

http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Eph+1%3A6
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=2Co+5%3A21
http://www.crossbooks.com/verse.asp?ref=Phm+1%3A17
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Philemon 20-21 

Paul believed in Philemon, and thus he expected good things to happen. 

Then… Paul closed his letter with some personal remarks and business… 

Philemon 22-25 

The letter in our Bibles stops here.  But is this all we know…?  Were 

Philemon and Onesimus reconciled to each other…?  Did Philemon 

actually extract payment from Paul…?  

I think that I can assume forgiveness flowed… and there were probably 

repeated embraces and kisses.  … And as the church watched… no 

doubt… there was constant praising of God.  Here is some of the reason I 

say this…  Outside of written Scripture… there is credible historical 

evidence for what happened next. 

First century writings reflect that Onesimus and Philemon went on to lead 

even more productive lives for Christ. Many believe that Philemon, in 

deference to Paul’s expressed desire to have Onesimus back… returned 

him to Paul in Rome… where he further developed into a great man of 

God. … The historical evidence is most suggestive of this.  

Fifty years later when Ignatius (one of the great Christian martyrs)… was 

being transported from Antioch to Rome to be executed… he wrote letters 

to certain churches. … In writing to Ephesus… he praised their Bishop – 

Onesimus… even making the same Pauline pun on his name! … It appears 

likely that Onesimus… the runaway slave… had become… with the 
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passing of years… the great Bishop of Ephesus. … This is one of the great 

stories of the gospel and of the Church—a jewel in her crown. 

The most confused… twisted life… can ultimately come to be seen as a 

marvelous tapestry of God’s grace. … … The evil that you did… or has 

been done to you… can be turned into the very thing that makes you 

useful. … Onesimus is indeed “profitable”… … for from his life… we learn 

the power of effective fellowship.   

(I know that we have gone a little long… but give me just a moment more.  

This is so important!)   

Paul was following the insights that Christ gave in a parable. 

Luke 13:6-9 (ESV)  
And he [Christ] told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his 
vineyard, and he came seeking fruit on it and found none.  And he 
said to the vinedresser, ‘Look, for three years now I have come 
seeking fruit on this fig tree, and I find none. Cut it down. Why should 
it use up the ground?’ And he answered him, ‘Sir, let it alone this year 
also, until I dig around it and put on manure.  Then if it should bear 
fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.’”  

 

I’ll close with the words of Eugene Peterson: 

Instead of goading us into action, [Jesus' Manure Story] takes us out 

of action. We have just come across something that offends us, some 

person who is useless to us or the kingdom of God, "taking up the 

ground," and we lose patience and either physically or verbally get rid 

of him or her. "Chop him down! Chop her down! Chop it down." (We 

solve kingdom problems by amputation.) 

Internationally and historically, killing is the predominant method of 

choice to make the world a better place. It is the easiest, quickest, 

and most efficient way by far to clear the ground for someone or 
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something with more promise. The Manure Story interrupts our noisy, 

aggressive problem-solving mission. In a quiet voice the parable 

says, "Hold on, not so fast. Wait a minute. Give me some more time. 

Let me put some manure on this tree." Manure? 

Manure is not a quick fix. It has no immediate results—it is going to 

take a long time to see if it makes any difference. If it's results that we 

are after, chopping down a tree is just the thing: we clear the ground 

and make it ready for a fresh start. We love beginning: birthing a 

baby, christening a ship, the first day on a new job, starting a war. But 

spreading manure carries none of that exhilaration. It is not dramatic 

work, not glamorous work, not work that gets anyone's admiring 

attention. Manure is a slow solution. Still, when it comes to doing 

something about what is wrong in the world, Jesus is known for his 

fondness for the minute, the invisible, the quiet, the slow—yeast, salt, 

seeds, light. And manure. 

Manure does not rank high in the world's economies. It is refuse. 

Garbage. We organize efficient and sometimes elaborate systems to 

collect it, haul it away, get it out of sight and smell. But the observant 

and wise know that this apparently dead and despised waste is 

teeming with life—enzymes, numerous microorganisms. It's the stuff 

of resurrection. 

 

 


