
Fellowship's Foundation 
Philemon 1-16

    

Introduction: 
Let me say first how grateful I am that the council has asked me to preach the next two 
weeks. I'm so very grateful as I'm sure we all are for the diligence and patience these 
men have shown in leading our church in these past difficult days. All love and respect 
to you gentlemen for your service to The Lord and this body. 

Over the next two weeks I'd like us to take a quick look at one of the smallest books in 
the New Testament––Philemon. If you will, please read along with me from verse one 
to verse six-teen. 

Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our beloved fellow worker and Apphia 
our sister and Archippus our fellow soldier, and the church in your house: Grace to you and peace from God our 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. I thank my God always when I remember you in my prayers, because I hear of 
your love and of the faith that you have toward the Lord Jesus and for all the saints, 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. 
For I have derived much joy and comfort from your love, my brother, because the hearts of the saints have been 

refreshed through you. Accordingly, though I am bold enough in Christ to command you to do what is required, 
yet for love's sake I prefer to appeal to you-I, Paul, an old man and now a prisoner also for Christ Jesus- I appeal 

to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I became in my imprisonment. (Formerly he was useless to you, 
but now he is indeed useful to you and to me.) I am sending him back to you, sending my very heart. I would 
have been glad to keep him with me, in order that he might serve me on your behalf during my imprisonment 
for the gospel, but I preferred to do nothing without your consent in order that your goodness might not be by 

compulsion but of your own accord. For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a while, that you might 
have him back forever, no longer as a bondservant but more than a bondservant, as a beloved brother-especially 

to me, but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord.

An Apology: 
On the outset the very first thing that must be addressed by anyone seeking to exposit 
this book is the glaring issue of slavery. Although this is not the point of the book and 
therefore will not be the point of my sermons, we must say a few things concerning it. 
Let's become aware of three quick objections we commonly hear concerning this book 
and really Christianity for that matter, concerning the hot topic of slavery. 

1) Many people have attacked Paul because he doesn't openly condemn slavery, when 
he obviously had the platform to do it. 2) Others see the book of Philemon as less of a 
failure to speak out, because they believe Paul was actually in support of slavery by 
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sending this slave back to his master. 3) The third objection to this book and really to 
the whole of the scriptures comes to us in a more seductive manner. People say that 
Paul,  as  well  as  Jesus,  simply  spoke and wrote  to  their  crowds only.  These  critics 
"overly-contextualize" Scripture to really only be useful for the people of the day. In 
other words, to them, the Bible is only useful to those for whom it was written.

All of these objections fail for the same reason, because Paul does in fact denounce 
slavery. Paul's response to Philemon owning––Onesimus, can be seen clearly in verses 
17-19, let's read that together. 

"So if you consider me your partner, receive him as you would receive me. If he has wronged 
you at all, or owes you anything, charge that to my account. I, Paul, write this with my own 

hand: I will repay it-to say nothing of your owing me even your own self (life)." (Philemon 17-19 ESV)

Paul makes it clear that Onesimus should return back to his former master but not as 
his slave, rather as his brother. Sure Paul could have used the letter to denounce the 
social  injustice of slavery––and therefore incur the wrath of the Romans,  but why? 
Why seek to change a man's political or social mind when you can instead change their 
hearts with the truths of the gospel. Jesus came not to cure the social ills of the world 
but to bring the message of His gospel and to glorify His Father by shedding His own 
blood for the forgiveness of those who trust in Him. 

Let's say you happen on a house full of people that is 1) on fire and 2) there's no gate 
on the pool. Should our response be to yell into the flames, hey––you really need to get 
a gate around that pool, it's safer that way? Of corse not! The larger and more pressing 
issue is that the people are going to die unless we rescue them from the flames. It not 
only would have been pointless to speak out against slavery it  would have moved 
Christianity into the realm of moralism. It would be giving us license now to obscure 
the gospel for the sake of social injustice. 

Now I would be more than happy to speak to you more about these objections or 
others after the service if this simple answer doesn't do it for you. But for the sake of 
time let's move on to the point that Paul was making... The grace of God as seen in the 
Gospel. 

Paul's Prison Greeting:
Let's look at verses 1-3 to see "Paul's Prison Greeting". 
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"Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our beloved fellow 
worker and Apphia our sister and Archippus our fellow soldier, and the church in your house: 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ." (Philemon 17-19 ESV)

If you read through the greetings of Paul's various letters you'll notice something very 
different from this greeting and all of his others. This is the only time Paul opens a 
letter by naming himself a prisoner. Paul will mention his imprisonment in Romans, 
Ephesians, Colossians and 2 Timothy, but nowhere else does Paul address his letter by 
highlighting his chains. 

As a matter of fact, if we look at the ways Paul normally greets his audiences we'll 
notice a typical pattern.  1)  The address,  "Paul a servant of Christ..."  appears in the 
books  of  Romans,  Philippians,  and  Titus––three  books  who's  audiences  Paul  was 
purposefully  seeking  to  teach  as  opposed  to  correct  or  commend.  2)  "Paul  an 
Apostle..." is a greeting that was used in the books of; 1 & 2 Corinthians, Galatians, 
Ephesians, Colossians, and 1 & 2 Timothy. One thread ties all these audiences together 
as well–– it is that of warning against false teachers or false doctrines. 

3) Paul addresses the audiences of 1 & 2 Thessalonians by only using his name. The 
people in the church of Thessalonica were, more than any other group, commended for 
their  consistent  loyalty  to  Paul,  the  gospel,  and  to  Christ  Himself.  The  only  real 
occasion for  Paul  to  write  the  Thessalonians  was  to  commend them in  their  good 
works and to ease their minds that they had not missed the second coming of Christ. 

Never think that the Holy Spirit wastes His Words! Every word and every sentence of 
the  Scriptures  are  profitable  for  our  correction,  reproof,  and  for  training  in 
righteousness so that we might be fully equipped for every good work. The opening 
line of this personal epistle is meant to set a tone for the remainder of the letter. I'ld like 
to let the cat out of the bag––the point of Philemon is this: The gospel and the gospel 
alone is the standard of our fellowship. Let me say that again; The gospel alone is the 
standard of our fellowship. We're not here this morning because we particularly have a 
great deal, personally, in common with each other. The church is to gather together not 
based upon social or economic brackets. The church gathers together for the worship 
of Jesus Christ and the display of our love for God through loving those around us.  
With every word choice Paul makes in this letter, he drives us to this very conclusion. 
Look with me at verses 1-3 again. 
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"Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our beloved fellow 
worker and Apphia our sister and Archippus our fellow soldier, and the church in your house: 

Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ." (Philemon 17-19 ESV)

This letter was written to Philemon concerning Onesimus, Philemon's runaway slave. 
Yet Paul equally greets two other individuals and the church in Philemon's home. That 
reality helps us understand even further that Paul intended to speak to more than just 
Philemon's issues and to a broader audience. But what I want to narrow in on more 
than that are those last four words––"The Lord Jesus Christ." 

You'll notice when you read Paul's Epistles that he'll refer to Jesus in three main ways; 
"The Lord Jesus...", placing the term lord in the first position, "Christ Jesus..." placing 
Christ in the first position, or Jesus Christ The Lord..." Each of these variations have a 
particular meaning, that is, they vary based upon the role Paul desires to highlight. If 
Paul refers to Jesus Christ, you can be absolutely sure that he's intending for us to read 
the passage in light of His humanity. If Paul refers to Jesus as "Christ Jesus..." then 
Paul's highlighting His work as the savior or messiah. Likewise, as we see here in our 
text, when Paul uses the phrase "The Lord Jesus Christ..." he's having us read what he's 
saying in light of Jesus' role in our lives as our Master or Lord. 

To a slave owner, or "master", whose slave has run away, who has suffered loss in his 
finances as well as his "property" if you will, Paul highlights the role of Jesus as The–
Master of all! As a matter of fact, for all those in Christ, that is all that have repented of 
their sins and trusted Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior, we are all equally slaves of 
Christ. I would say to us that if we have never become slaves of Christ or if we would 
baulk at  the idea that we are really slaves let  me say this;  You and I  are slaves to 
something. We are either slaves to God or slaves to sin. If you find that you are not a 
slave to God but are in fact a slave to sin let me encourage you to repent, that is turn 
from your sins and trust Jesus Christ alone for your rescue. All who come to Christ will 
be received by Him if they come trusting Him!

Paul's Personal Greeting: 
To this point we've spent a great deal of time with Paul's opening greeting and if you're 
paying attention, there's a lot more to cover this morning. So let's move on to the next 
portion of our passage. In verses 4-7 we see Paul's Personal Greeting. Read with me if 
you will from verses 4-7. 
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I thank my God always when I remember you in my prayers, because I hear of your love and of the faith that 
you have toward the Lord Jesus and for all the saints, 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. For I have derived much 
joy and comfort from your love, my brother, because the hearts of the saints have been refreshed through you.

The first few times I read Philemon, this past week, I couldn't help but be puzzled by 
what I thought I saw. As a matter of fact as I thought back to previous sermons I'd 
heard  I  was  only  further  puzzled.  You see  what  I  read,  into  the  text,  and what  I 
remembered about this portion of the text, was a tone of what could only be described 
of as––flattery. It seemed like this portion of the text just took a strange left turn and 
went away from Paul's point of elevating the gospel as our standard of life to elevating 
Philemon. But the more I studied out the various pieces, I came to realize that I had 
been reading into this text a very unbiblical perspective. And maybe you have in the 
past as well. 

Paul wasn't  puffing Philemon up so as to manipulate his emotions to do the right 
thing. Paul was highlighting, again, the wonderful work of Christ in Philemon's life. 
Paul said, "I thank my God always when I remember you in my prayers, because I hear of 
your love and faith..." If we interpret the Scriptures not by our own understanding or 
background, but by the Scriptures themselves we hear what 1 John echo's back into the 
book of Philemon; "We love––because He first loved us." 1 John 4:19. Furthermore, we 
also must understand Paul's boast toward Philemon's faith not because of Philemon 
but because of  the One who granted that  faith to him. Paul  clearly says that  faith 
doesn't come from within a person but from without. Romans 10:17 "So faith comes from 
hearing, and hearing through the word of Christ." 

As we read verses 4-7 in-the-right-light we should only see Paul magnifying Christ's 
work  in  Philemon.  Why  would  he  do  that?  Why  would  Paul  take  the  time  to 
essentially write a second greeting to this letter in which all he does is highlight again 
the gospel's effect in the life of this church elder/slave owner? Let me submit to you 
my answer by way of considering the last part of this block of text. Look with me at of 
verse 7. "For I have derived much joy and comfort from your love, my brother, because the 
hearts of the saints have been refreshed through you." 

The word that's translated from the Greek as "refreshed" means; "To cause or to permit 
one to cease from any movement or labour in order to recover and to collect his strength." The 
term itself  is  a  Greek  military  term that  described  an  army at  rest  from a  march. 
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Philemon was, what we would call, the pastor of the Colossian church in his home. 
The believers in Colossae, because of Philemon's loyalty to the Word of God and his 
expression of Christ's love and faith, they had experienced refreshment. Without going 
into great lengths concerning the conditions of the early church, including those in 
Colossae, we could say at least things were––dangerous. The threat of persecution was 
daily, severe, and life threatening. Yet, Philemon put the troops to rest when they met 
together in his home. Let's be careful again not to over play this statement to see it as 
Paul elevating Philemon, but rather the work of Christ in and through Philemon. 

Paul's Appeal for Onesimus: 
Now this has significance when we consider the third point of the sermon and the next 
section of text. So let's consider now Paul's Appeal for Onesimus. 

As  you  look  down with  me  at  verses  8-16  we  need  to  start  by  reading  it  a  little 
differently. All but the first word of verse eight and all of verse nine is somewhat of a 
parenthetical statement. So let's read it this way; 

"7 For I have derived much joy and comfort from your love, my brother, because the hearts of the saints have 
been refreshed through you. 8 Accordingly...(now verse 10) I appeal to you for my child, Onesimus, whose 

father I became in my imprisonment." 

Philemon has, through the work of Christ in Him, brought refreshment to all the saints 
in Colossae. He has faithfully loved Christ, remained faithful to Christ, loved his fellow 
believers,  and shared his faith with his fellow believers.  Now, Paul is  appealing to 
Philemon,  accordingly,  to  do  the  same  for  his  slave.  Paul  appeals  on  behalf  of 
Onesimus on the grounds that Philemon is providing rest and rejuvenation for all the 
saints and now his slave is equally one of those saints. Why does Paul take the time to 
point out all that Christ is doing in and through Philemon––because Philemon is now 
obligated to recognize the work of the gospel in the life of even his own slave. 

A pastor,  ladies and gentlemen, is  a servant of Christ  and a servant of the church. 
Philemon therefore, is being called by Paul to render the same treatment to Onesimus 
as he has been called to render to someone he "might" consider his "equal". Regardless 
of  social  standing,  regardless  of  class  status,  regardless  of  financial  strength  or 
weakness, the Gospel is for everyone, and the Gospel is to UNITE everyone! This is 
what Paul meant when he said in Galatians 3; 
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"For as many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ. There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 
neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. And if you are Christ's, 

then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to [the] promise." (Galatians 3:27-29 ESV) 

The standard of our fellowship together is the Gospel alone! No one is greater among 
us nor  is  anyone lesser  among us.  For  again the gospel  is  the foundation and the 
standard of our fellowship as believers. 

Next week we'll discuss the appeal itself from verses 17 to the end of the book, but I 
want to draw this sermon to an end by highlighting one last thing as it relates to this 
last block of text. Please read that with me––verses 8-16. 

Accordingly, though I am bold enough in Christ to command you to do what is required, yet for love's sake I 
prefer to appeal to you-I, Paul, an old man and now a prisoner also for Christ Jesus––I appeal to you for my 
child, Onesimus, whose father I became in my imprisonment. (Formerly he was useless to you, but now he is 

indeed useful to you and to me.) I am sending him back to you, sending my very heart. I would have been glad 
to keep him with me, in order that he might serve me on your behalf during my imprisonment for the gospel, 

but I preferred to do nothing without your consent in order that your goodness might not be by compulsion but 
of your own accord. For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a while, that you might have him back 

forever, no longer as a bondservant but more than a bondservant, as a beloved brother-especially to me, but how 
much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord. (Philemon 8-16 ESV)

There are so many things that we could say about that passage. There are so many 
things that we could discuss that would draw us powerfully to the work of the gospel 
in our fellowship with each other. The one, however, that I want to hone in on is, I 
think, the best for the application of this principle in our congregation. 

As we'll see next week there were some serious things that Paul was asking Philemon 
to  just,  "get  over",  so  that  this  fellowship with Onesimus could take place.  In  this 
passage we just read that Paul appeals to the providence of God really as the fuel to 
ignite the kind of fellowship that Holy Spirit desired for these two estranged brothers. 
Look down again at verse 15. "For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a while, 
that you might have him back forever." 

You know, God's providence is a funny thing at times. His providence can be what 
sells us into slavery by our ten older brothers which then leads us to becoming second 
in command of all of Egypt. God's providence can be what makes us a prince of Egypt 
and then kill a man, all so that we might, forty years later be God's deliverer of His 
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people. God's providence can be what allows a slave to run away from his master just 
so that he'll meet Paul in Rome and be rescued from the pits of hell itself. 

God's providence is a difficult and often times tragic thing to walk through, but it is 
God  affecting  our  lives  for  the  sake  of  the  Gospel.  Regardless  of  whatever  God's 
providence is walking you through right now––know that it is having an eternal effect 
on you and those around you. If you are in Christ, that is, if you have truly repented of 
your sins and trusted Christ ALONE for your salvation, like Onesimus did, then I can 
assure you, by the authority of the Word of God, God is using this life––through His 
providence––to draw you ever closer to His side.  And as it  relates not only in the 
personal realm, God is providentially working in our fellowship to draw us closer and 
closer to a gospel-centered life. Therefore, as a people whose fellowship is necessarily  
rooted and founded in Christ's salvation; 

"... let us consider [then] how to stir up one another to love and good works, not neglecting to 
meet together, as is the habit of some, but encouraging one another, and all the more as [we] see 

the Day drawing near." (Hebrews 10:24-25 ESV)

Let's take a moment now in silent prayer to consider these things in our own hearts 
and thank The Lord for His providence in our lives and for this fellowship that we 
have together.

Let's pray...  
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