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June 10, 2007
Philemon Lesson 1

The Changes of the Gospel
Philemon 1-25

The story is told of two brothers, convicted of stealing sheep,
who were branded on the forehead with the letters ST, to indicate
“sheep thief.” One brother couldn’'t bear the stigma. He became
bitter and moved away, never to return.

The other brother chose a different course. He said, “I can't
run from what 1 did, so I'll stay here and win back the respect of
my neighbors.” As the years passed, he built a solid reputation for
integrity. One day a stranger saw him, now an old man, with the
letters still on his forehead. He asked a townsman what they signi-
fied. “It happened a long time ago,” said the villager. “I've forgot-
ten the particulars, but I think the letters are an abbreviation for
‘saint™ (adapted from “Our Daily Bread,” Aug., 1982).

Although there is no mention in the story that the cause of
the thief's transformation was the gospel, it illustrates how the gos-
pel does in fact change everyone that it saves. As Paul wrote (2
Cor. 5:17), “Therefore if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creature;
the old things passed away; behold, new things have come.” “But
thanks be to God that though you were slaves of sin, you became
obedient from the heart to that form of teaching to which you were
committed, and having been freed from sin, you became slaves of
righteousness” (Rom. 6:17-18). These verses state what the story of
Philemon and Onesimus illustrates, that...

God changes every person whom He saves
through the gospel.

Philemon is Paul’s shortest and most personal letter, written
during his first imprisonment in Rome. Philemon, the main recipi-
ent of the letter, was a wealthy man from Colossae, near Laodicea,
about 100 miles inland from Ephesus, which was on the west coast
of modern Turkey. The letter was also addressed to Apphia, who
was probably Philemon’s wife; to Archippus, who may have been
the pastor of the church there (some think he was the son of
Philemon and Apphia); and to the entire church that met in
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Philemon’s house. (There is no record of a church building until
the third century.) Paul had not visited Colossae, although he
hoped to do so soon (v. 22). But somehow, perhaps during Paul’s
ministry in Ephesus, he had come into contact with Philemon and
led him to Christ (v. 19).

Being wealthy, Philemon owned slaves. The New Testament
never directly attacks the institution of slavery. If it had done so, as
one author points out, “Christianity would have sunk beyond hope
of recovery along with such revolutionary attempts; it might have
brought on a new slave rising and been crushed along with it” (W.
Bousset, cited by R. P. Martin, Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the
Bible [Zondervan], ed. by Merrill C. Tenney, 4:755). But, as F. F.
Bruce pointed out, “What this epistle does is to bring us into an
atmosphere in which the institution could only wilt and die” (ibid.).

One of Philemon’s slaves was named Onesimus. He had sto-
len from his master and run away. In the Roman Empire, masters
had absolute authority over slaves and they often tortured or killed
them for minor offenses or mistakes. So Onesimus was a fugitive
slave, under a capital offense.

In his travels, God providentially led Onesimus all the way to
Rome, where he crossed paths with the apostle Paul. We don’t
know whether he was imprisoned with Paul for a time or how they
met. But the Hound of Heaven was pursuing Onesimus! Although
he had undoubtedly heard the gospel in Philemon’s household, he
ran from the place where he easily could have been saved. He trav-
eled hundreds of miles to a large city where he “happened” to meet
Paul. When Paul shared the gospel, God opened Onesimus’ heart
and he trusted in Christ. He then stayed with Paul and the two men
formed a close relationship as Onesimus served Paul (vv. 10-13).

In time, as Onesimus grew in the faith through Paul’s teach-
ing, he realized that he needed to return to his master and make
restitution for the crimes that he had committed. The fact that we
have this letter to Philemon is proof of the genuine nature of One-
simus’ conversion. If he had been a false convert, he would have
taken off for some other hiding place and never returned to Phile-
mon. This short letter is Paul’s appeal to his friend, Philemon, and
to the entire church, to welcome back this runaway slave, not as a
second-class citizen, but as a beloved brother in Christ.
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Paul’s task was not easy. He had to convince a man and an
entire church that was immersed in the cultural acceptance of slav-
ery to set aside that cultural viewpoint and to practice the Christian
truth that all people are equal in Jesus Christ (Col. 3:11 also en-
forces this). This would be like trying to convince a slave owner
and a white church in the South before the Civil War to accept a
returning runaway black slave as a member in full standing! Paul
could have asserted his apostolic authority, but he wanted to secure
Philemon’s obedience from the heart. While not denying Onesi-
mus’ crime, Paul wanted Philemon, his wife, and the entire church
to forgive him completely. He wanted mercy to triumph over raw
justice. He also wanted to leave the door open for Philemon to free
his slave, so that perhaps Onesimus would choose to return to
Rome and continue his ministry to Paul.

There are several ways to approach this letter. Next time |
want to examine it for what it teaches us about the art of good re-
lationships. But today, rather than giving a detailed, verse-by-verse
exposition, 1 want to focus on how God changes us through the
power of the gospel: He changes our character, our relationships
with others, and our relationship with Him.

1. God changes your character when He saves you.

Everyone in this story is behaving differently than he would
have before meeting Jesus Christ. These changes are not automatic
or this letter would not have needed to be written. They require
constant, lifelong work. I will limit myself to Paul and Onesimus:

A. God changed Paul’s character.

This letter oozes with Paul’s gentleness, graciousness, and
sensitivity. In verses 4-7, he commends Philemon in a loving and
gracious manner, describing how his own heart has come to have
much joy and comfort in Philemon’s love. He goes on to appeal to
him as a brother in Christ (vv. 8, 10), urging Philemon (v. 17), “If
then you regard me a partner, accept him as you would me.” He
gently adds (v. 20), “Yes, brother, let me benefit from you in the
Lord; refresh my heart in Christ.”

You may be thinking, “Yes, of course, this is the apostle Paul.
What do you expect?”



But you may be forgetting what Paul was like before he met
Christ. When the Jews stoned the innocent Stephen, Paul watched
this gruesome spectacle in hearty agreement (Acts 8:1). Then he
“began ravaging the church, entering house after house, and drag-
ging off men and women, he would put them in prison” (Acts 8:3).
He was “breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the
Lord” (Acts 9:1). He describes himself during this time as being “a
blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent aggressor” (1 Tim. 1:13).
He wasn’t a nice man! To call him an angry young man would be
an understatement. But, here he is, about 25 years later, a gentle,
humble, gracious man, urging others to love and kindness.

Don’t miss Paul’'s mention of Mark as one of his fellow work-
ers (v. 24). On the first missionary journey, Mark had abandoned
Paul and Barnabas. Later, when Barnabas wanted to give Mark a
second chance, Paul adamantly refused, leading to a split between
these two men of God. Barnabas took Mark and worked with him
until Mark became a faithful man of God. As Paul grew in grace
and gentleness, he came to see Mark as useful for service (2 Tim.
4:11). Paul's change of heart towards Mark shows how God
changed the apostle over the years as the fruit of the Spirit grew in
his life.

Maybe before you met Christ, you were an angry person. You
had a reputation for having a short fuse. But, as you learn to walk
in the Spirit, not the flesh, you should see “love, joy, peace, pa-
tience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-
control” (Gal. 5:22-23) replacing outbursts of anger and arguments
(Gal. 5:20). You learn to put off the sinful ways of the old man and
put on the godly ways of the new man in Christ.

B. God changed Onesimus’ character.

Onesimus had not been a Christian as long as Paul had been,
but there were already some major changes in his character. For-
merly, he had grudgingly served Philemon, doing only the bare
minimum, and stealing everything he could as he looked for an
opportunity to escape. But now in submission to the Lord, he re-
turns to his master, ready and willing to render whatever service is
required of him. Formerly, Paul says that Onesimus, whose name
means “useful,” was useless to Philemon (v. 11). He was not a



good worker. But now, he truly lives up to the meaning of his
name, both to Philemon and to Paul.

This can only mean that God had changed Onesimus’ atti-
tude. Before, he resented his lot in life as a slave. He hated his
master and he hated his master’s God. But now, he was in submis-
sion to God to the extent that he was willing to give up his free-
dom, go back and place himself under his master’s authority. In-
stead of being a surly, angry slave, he now was a helpful, cheerful
servant. God had changed Onesimus’ attitude through the gospel.

Has He changed your attitude? Teenager, has God changed
you from grumbling and snapping at your parents to cheerful com-
pliance from the heart as you seek to please them? Men and
women, has God changed the way that you act on the job? Before,
you did the bare minimum to keep your job, grumbling with other
employees about the way the management treated you. Now, you
excel with a joyful spirit of obedience, doing your job as unto the
Lord. At home, before you met Christ, you were selfish and insen-
sitive, exploding in anger if the rest of the family didn’'t do things
your way. Now, you are patient and kind towards them. You think
about their needs and seek to serve them.

About fifty years after Paul wrote this letter, Ignatius, the
bishop of Antioch, was being taken to execution in Rome. At a
stopover in Smyrna, he wrote to the church of Ephesus and com-
mended their bishop, whose name was Onesimus (Apostolic Fathers
[Harvard University Press], translated by Kirsopp Lake, 1:166, 175).
While we cannot positively identify him as the once-runaway slave,
it is possible that God used this once useless slave in a mighty way
as a servant of His church (see, also, William Barclay, The Letters to
Timothy, Titus, and Philemon [Westminster Press], rev. ed., p. 275). If
God has saved you, He changes your character to make you useful
in His service.

2. God changes your relationships with others.

This is an extension of changed character, of course. When
you change from being hostile to gentle, from rebellious to submis-
sive, and from being self-serving to serving others, it is bound to
affect your relationships. Philemon illustrates two basic relational
changes:



A. God changes you from alienation to reconciliation with
others.

When Onesimus absconded with Philemon and Apphia’s
money and some of their personal belongings, they were no doubt
angry. They probably complained, “After the nice way that we
treated him, he ripped us off! That ungrateful wretch!” And, One-
simus probably didn't have the warm fuzzies when he thought
about Philemon and Apphia. “They live in ease and luxury while
we slaves work our fingers to the bone! It's just not fair! Sure, |
stole a few things, but they’ve still got more than plenty left!”

How can a relationship as strained as that ever be reconciled?
Only by the power of God through the transformation of the gos-
pel. One key evidence that a person is born again is when he wants
to repair broken relationships and to make restitution for past
wrongs. Jesus emphasized this in the Sermon on the Mount. After
talking about the seriousness of the sin of anger, Jesus said (Matt.
5:23-24), “Therefore if you are presenting your offering at the altar,
and there remember that your brother has something against you,
leave your offering there before the altar and go; first be reconciled
to your brother, and then come and present your offering.”

You can’t worship God properly until you first do all that you
can to be reconciled with the person who has something against
you. While it takes time and effort, if you do not work at repairing
strained relationships, it may indicate that you are not right with
God (Matt. 18:21-35). Reconciled relationships are a big deal to
God! They should be a big deal to us, also!

B. God changes you from relating to others on the basis of
social status to relating as family.

Formerly, the relationship between Philemon and Onesimus
was strictly master-slave. But now it had a new dimension: brother
to beloved brother (v. 16). We don’t know whether Philemon freed
Onesimus immediately or not, but even if he did not, they had a
new basis for relating to one another. Perhaps in the church,
Philemon even served communion to Onesimus. Perhaps Onesi-
mus on occasion opened the Scriptures and taught the church the
things that the beloved apostle Paul had taught him, as Philemon
listened attentively. The gospel erases social class distinctions and
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puts us in relationship as members of the family of God. Included
with social class distinctions, there is no place for any racial dis-
crimination in the church of Jesus Christ!

Years ago, my Uncle John was an enlisted man in the National
Guard. A colonel in his unit also belonged to the same church that
my uncle belonged to. On some occasions when the colonel saw
my uncle in the mess hall, he invited him to come over and join
him for lunch. They would have a good time chatting together.
After the meal, the colonel often said, “Here, let me get your tray.”
He would carry my uncle’s dirty dishes to the window. The other
men would gawk and say among themselves, “That guy must have
something on the colonel!” He did: they were brothers in Christ!

I should add that when it came to performance on the job, my
uncle respected the colonel’s rank and authority. He showed him
proper respect and obeyed his orders. While at church or in social
settings, your boss is your brother in Christ, on the job he is still
your boss. You must show proper respect and serve him all the
more because he is a brother (1 Tim. 6:2).

Thus God changes every person whom He saves through the
gospel. He changes your character and He changes your relation-
ships with others.

3. God changes your relationship with Him.

Martin Luther wrote, “We are all the Lord’s Onesimi” (cited
by H. C. G. Moule, Colossian and Philemon Studies [Christian Litera-
ture Crusade], pp. 302, 315). What he meant is true—that this little
book beautifully illustrates the salvation that every believer enjoys.

God created you to serve Him. He is your rightful owner and
master. But, like Onesimus, you rebelled against Him. You said, “I
will not have this Master to rule over me.” And so you took the
body, the intelligence, and the talents that God had entrusted to
you to use for Him and squandered them on yourself. Claiming to
be free from God, you became the slave of sin. Like Onesimus,
you were a condemned fugitive on the run, useless to your rightful
Master, guilty, and indebted to Him. You had robbed God.

But even as God had His sovereign hand on Onesimus, so
with you. In due time, while you were deliberately running in the
opposite direction, He providentially led you across the path of
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someone who shared the gospel with you. At first, you were fearful
of dealing with God, because you knew that you were guilty and
condemned. You thought, “How could I possibly return to God
and stand before Him in light of the things that I've done?”

Then the Savior said, “Don’t plead your own case. Don’t say a
word on your own behalf. Don’'t attempt to justify yourself. You
are guilty as charged. Just give the Master this letter.” You looked
down and read (v. 17), “... accept him as you would me.” “But,
how can He do that? What about all the wrongs that I committed
toward Him?” You kept reading (v. 18), “But if he has wronged
you in any way or owes you anything, charge that to my account.”

Maybe you had heard it before without understanding, but
suddenly He opened your blind eyes and it made sense. You never
could hope to pay God for all of the sins that you have committed.
But you don't have to! Christ paid your debt on the cross. Every-
thing that you stole and all the back wages that you owe were
charged to His account. You put your trust in the Savior who paid
the debt that you owed. You returned to the Master and willingly
put yourself under His lordship. For the first time in your life, you
were truly free! Now, you live to please Him and do His will from
the heart. And to your amazement, the blessed Lord Jesus, who
paid the debt you owed, is pleased to call you his beloved brother
or sister, just as Paul refers to the slave, Onesimus (v. 16)!

Conclusion

Perhaps you're thinking, “That’s all well and good for some-
one who has a rough background, who has done a lot of terrible
things. But I'm not like that. I've always been a basically good per-
son. I've always gone to church. I'm not like this runaway slave.” If
you're thinking that, then consider this story.

Some years ago, a church in England was having a combined
communion service with one of its mission churches. The pastor
noticed that a former burglar was kneeling at the communion rail
beside a judge of the Supreme Court of England, the very judge
who, years before, had sentenced that burglar to seven years in
prison. After his release the burglar had been converted to Christ
and had become a Christian worker.



After the service, as the judge and the pastor walked home to-
gether, the judge asked, “Did you see who was kneeling beside me
at the communion rail?” “Yes,” replied the pastor, “but I didn’'t
know that you noticed.” The two men walked on in silence for a
few moments, and then the judge said, “What a miracle of grace!”
The pastor nodded in agreement, “Yes, what a marvelous miracle
of grace!”

Then the judge said, “But to whom do you refer?” The pastor
replied, “Why to the conversion of that convict.” The judge said,
“But I was not referring to him. I was thinking of myself.”

“What do you mean?” the pastor asked. The judge replied,
“That burglar knew how much he needed Christ to save him from
his sins. But look at me. | was taught from childhood to live as a
gentleman, to keep my word, to say my prayers, to go to church. |
went through Oxford, took my degrees, was called to the bar and
eventually became a judge. Pastor, nothing but the grace of God
could have caused me to admit that | was a sinner on a level with
that burglar. It took much more grace to forgive me for all my
pride and self-righteousness, to get me to admit that | was no bet-
ter in the eyes of God than that convict whom | had sent to
prison.”

Has God opened your eyes to see that you are just as needy of
the Savior as that convicted burglar or as Onesimus, the runaway
thief and slave? Have you trusted in Christ's shed blood to pay the
debt that you rightfully owe?

If you have trusted in Christ, are you allowing His grace to
change you? Is your character becoming less angry and more patient,
kind, gentle, and loving? Is your attitude toward authority becom-
ing more submissive, even when you're mistreated? Is your life
changing from self-centered uselessness to becoming a useful ser-
vant to others as you serve Christ?

What about your relationships? Are you working at being recon-
ciled to those from whom you are alienated, as much as it depends
on you? Have you sought forgiveness and made restitution to those
you have wronged? Would those who formerly knew you as a
sheep thief now think that the ST on your forehead must be an
abbreviation for saint?



Application Questions

A person who professes to know Christ, but who has an angry
temper, asks, “How can | change?” Your answer?

How can you know whether or not God wants to change
something in you? Is there a difference between immaturity
and sin?

Why is change so difficult? Why doesn’t God usually change us
instantaneously rather than gradually?

Think about this question as it relates to you (not to anyone
else!): “What shortcoming or sin does God most want to
change in me?” And, “what do | need to do to work on it?”
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