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Over the last couple of weeks we have been looking at some of the smaller letters from the NT. We’ve been seeing that although they are small, this doesn’t mean they are insignificant. They have some very big ideas contained in their few verses. 2 John called us to hold truth and love in balance. 3 John called us to watch who we are following. This morning we come to Paul’s letter to Philemon.

The letter of Philemon won’t win any award for detailed doctrine. It won’t win any awards for presenting a systematic theology of Jesus Christ. For this reason over the history of the church some people have questioned as to whether it should be in scripture. Those people miss something though. The letter of Philemon does however win awards for emphasising that Christianity is not just about getting our doctrine, our theology, our beliefs right, it is also about getting our relationships straight as well. Through out the teaching of Jesus, the teaching of Paul, the teaching of the other NT writers, alongside their emphasis on right doctrine is always an emphasis on right relationships. At times through the history of the church people have so emphasised the need for right belief that they have neglected this NT need for getting our relationships straight, perhaps it has been true here in the history of this church as well. The big idea of Philemon is make sure your relationships are straight.
Read Philemon
The problem with the letter of Philemon is that we only get half of the story. We have to read between the lines as to what is going on. The letter doesn’t tell us:
Where Paul is in prison, it doesn’t tell us how Onesimus came to be under Paul’s influence long enough to be converted, it doesn’t say why Onesimus fled his master or even if he did, it implies that Onesimus may have wronged his master but doesn’t tell us how, the letter tells us that Paul appreciated Onesimus’ service but before when he was slave of Philemon he appeared to be useless to his master – the letter doesn’t tell us why.
Some various theories as to what the situation was behind the letter:

· Some say: Onesimus was a runaway slave BUT the letter doesn’t explicitly mention him running away. A runaway slave was treated harshly by the authorities and kept securely in prison so how would he have had free contact with Paul as the letter suggests if he was a prison like Paul was? If Onesimus wasn’t a prisoner the big mystery is how did he come across Paul the one person who knew his master? Especially as Paul may have been in prison in Rome about 1300 miles away from Colosse where Philemon was.
· Some say: Onesimus was sent by Philemon to Paul to bring financial and practical help BUT why would they send someone who was considered useless. v11 – Paul says he was useless but has become useful (NOTE: A play on the name Onesimus is used here, Onesimus means “useful”!) Also there is the indication that Onesimus has done something wrong because Paul says he is willing to repay Philemon for what Onesimus has done. This theory just doesn’t add up.
· Some say: Onesimus has sought out Paul an influential friend of his master to plead his case. Slaves could ask influential people to intervene it situations of conflict and anger. In this circumstance then, Paul is not making the case for a slave who has run away but a slave who is in hot water. Probably because of something Onesimus did, because we don’t get the impression that Philemon was a tyrant of a slave master from what Paul writes.
BUT I am going to give you the definitive answer this morning as to the situation behind the letter to Philemon and it is this (Expectant PAUSE!!) WE DON’T KNOW. It has been lost in the mists of history. v15 – we do know that Onesimus is separated from Philemon. The runaway slave OR the slave in hot water seeking out an influential friend of his master to plead his case are equal possibilities which fit well with the contents of the letter, but even these have unanswered questions. Sometimes we have to accept that there are unknowns about scripture that cannot be answered BUT this doesn’t mean that that scripture becomes irrelevant. One thing that is very clear about the letter of Philemon though is that it is about getting relationships straight, it is about the need for reconciliation. 

We get the impression that reconciliation is important for Paul. Right throughout the letter Paul tactfully uses language and says thing which seek to smooth the way for reconciliation. Paul even would like to keep Onesimus to help him in his ministry but in his selfless style he puts the situation between Philemon and Onesimus first, seeking that they be reconciled before any decision is made about Onesimus staying.
Interpersonal reconciliation has an important place in Paul’s Christian faith. Division, conflict and anger shouldn’t have a continuing place in the body of Christ. Reconciliation is about making friends again with those whom we’ve parted ways with. We need to grasp the importance of reconciliation and make sure that we give it the priority that Paul gave it. The gospel speaks not just of our reconciliation with God through Christ but also our reconciliation with each other as well.
As we look at what Paul says to Philemon we find that he holds out very definite principles which can guide us as we seek to get our relationships straight through reconciliation.
Firstly, reconciliation cannot be demanded but needs to be a choice

We find Paul doing something in this letter which we might find strange. v8-10 he says “Although I could be very direct and order / command you to do what you ought to do because I am one of the apostles, I don’t. I appeal to you, I plead with you to do it on the basis of love.”

Paul had authority as a leader in the early church to demand that things happen, yet he waves this right. Paul goes out of his way to avoid an authoritarian and controlling style of leadership here. Why? Because he knows that reconciliation done grudgingly and to please another isn’t true reconciliation at all. Reconciliation can only truly happen when we make the determined and free choice to act in love towards another. Paul would rather that Philemon’s desire for reconciliation was on the basis of love and not because Paul himself demanded it or because Philemon feared Paul.
Reconciliation always starts with a heart that makes the free and willing choice to seek reconciliation at any cost. We need to be willing to make that choice.

Secondly, We need to be willing to face wrong doing

In v12 Paul says he is sending Onesimus back to Philemon. Onesimus was willing to take Paul’s letter and face up to whatever wrong it was he had done wrong. Onesimus was ready to acknowledge his wrongs and was willing to seek to make his relationships straight again. In v10 we find out that Onesimus had become a follower of Christ whilst being in contact with Paul and Onesimus’ experience of the love and grace of God meant that he knew that he had to try to sort out the wrongs he had committed towards his master.
There is also the fact that although in the letter we get the clear impression that although Philemon was a follower of Christ who was full of love for others, Paul knew that there was the potential for Philemon not to respond in love when Onesimus returned. So Paul appeals for Philemon to respond rightly to a repentant Onesimus.

The doctrine of sin we see thrashed out in the Bible shows that there is the dark side within all of us. We are all victims of sin but we also are all victimisers as well. We feel another’s sin against us justifies our sin. When someone wrongs us, we have a tendency to respond by wronging them in return. For reconciliation to happen Philemon and Onesimus had both to be willing to face up to wrong doing and potential wrong doing. So do we, if we are seeking reconciliation we need to face our dark sides – it is NOT that we are always completely right and the other person completely wrong, the truth is usually somewhere in the middle. We need to be willing to face our wrong doing, repent, apologies and transform our lives. Change is only possible when we are willing to face the reality of who we are and what we could do.
Thirdly, Reconciliation must spring from a deep love for the person.
Paul starts off his letter with his usual paragraph of congratulation and thanksgiving (vv4-7). He says how he thanks God for Philemon’s love for all the saints has made Paul thank God. He also shares how Philemon’s love has brought him great joy and encouragement. We can get the impression that Paul is trying to “butter Philemon up” and to appeal to Philemon’s pride so that he welcomes Onesimus back BUT this isn’t the case. Paul always starts his letters of with thanksgiving and congratulation, so he is not doing anything new here. He is not being manipulative. What Paul is doing in the letter is acknowledging Philemon’s good record for loving others and how this refreshes that hearts of the saints (v7). Philemon’s love extends to all the saints we are told (v4) – Philemon doesn’t discriminate according to whether the person is slave or free. 
Paul is saying to Philemon now apply this love to your new brother in Christ Onesimus:

v9 – Paul says I appeal to you on the basis of love

v20 – Paul says to Philemon “refresh my heart in Christ” he is hinting at how Philemon has refreshed the saints through his love (v7) Paul says now I ask you to do this for me in regard to Onesimus.

Reconciliation springs from a love that is strong enough to seek to overcome any conflict. Love must be the motive. A love that moves towards the person seeking to build them up for their good and for the glory of God, not an attitude that is out to bring them down or harm them. This is the kind of love that we need cultivate in our hearts with God’s help. Sometimes every fibre of our being wants to hurt the person because of what they’ve done OR to separate ourselves never speaking to them again. It is in those moments that we learn to put to death our sinful nature and to walk in the footsteps of the Holy Spirit of Love.

This doesn’t mean that it will be easy but God will help us ever step of the way to seek reconciliation, which is based on patient, kind, persevering love.
Fourthly, Restitution may need to be made in the process of reconciliation.
In v18-19 Paul says he himself that he will smooth the way for Onesimus to return by paying back anything that Onesimus owes Philemon. Onesimus as a slave would not have been in a position himself to make any payments back. So Paul steps in so that the issue of restitution for wrongs done wouldn’t get in the way of reconciliation.

Restitution is that idea that we may need to make amends for what we’ve done you (see Numbers 5:5-8) – by compensation, returning something which isn’t ours and so on. Restitution shows that we are truly sorry for the thing we’ve done wrong. How can we truly be sorry for stealing a million pounds from someone if we are still enjoying using it and haven’t made an attempt to give back what we can? Restitution shows we are truly sorry for what we’ve done. We hear a lot about forgiveness these days – others should forgive us when we wrong them BUT we seem to neglect the equally important Biblical principle that we should make restitution as well. If you are seeking reconciliation with someone this morning perhaps think about whether you need to make restitution or not …
Fiftly, Reconciliation means forgiveness needs to flow.

Even though Paul doesn’t specifically mention forgiveness at all in the letter. Right through the letter is the implication that Onesimus is returning in repentance and there is the call for Philemon to forgive him.
Forgiveness is about letting go of a past wrong and moving onto together towards a future relationships which is no longer tarred by that past wrong. Forgiveness says what happened can’t be changed but we can change the future of our relationship. Forgiveness allows the relationship to progress beyond what happened and love to begin to flow again in the relationship instead of holding the wrong against the other person. For true reconciliation to happen forgiveness needs to flow. Is there someone you need to forgive to enable reconciliation to happen this morning?

Sixthly, Reconciliation means that we get to the point of being able to welcome, receive and accept each other.
Paul emphasises in v16-17 that Onesimus is not longer just a slave to Philemon he now also his brother in the Lord. They are now family, united by Christ. Paul also emphasises the “beloved (much loved) -ness” of their relationship (The Paul-Philemon relationship). They have a special bond given by God. Paul says how Onesimus is his dear brother and so in v17 says “if you consider me as a partner welcome him as you would welcome me” OR in other words “if you are my partner and so will agree that he should be dearly loved as a brother in Christ, then join with me in welcoming him. I (Paul) am you brother and you would welcome me, so welcome him in the same way.”
Paul calls Philemon to move beyond the conflict of the past and to accept, receive and welcome Onesimus in love. Reconciliation does not mean that we just grudgingly have people in our presence and we hold them at arms length. Reconciliation means that we are willing to risk a deep relationship with them again. We open ourselves to them physically (so we have them in our presence) and emotionally (so we show love care and concern for them). Reconciliation means we receive them as they are, broken, flawed, as people who’ve made mistakes YET being brothers and sisters in Christ. It may feel unnatural the first few times we do welcome them in our presence but with God’s help love and acceptance will flow. We accept their differences, we accept the small niggles, we receive them inspite of what they’ve done so that reconciliation may flow.
Seventhly, Reconciliation looks for the hand of God at work in the relationship and works with him.

In v15 Paul hints at the hidden hand of God which is always at work in our relationships and our lives. “Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for good.” The implication is that maybe God took Onesimus away from Philemon to transform him and then Onesimus could come back as a brother and more useful.
As we come to be reconciled with others look out for the hidden hand of God at work. In the ways in which he transforms people and is in the process of working out all things anew including people and relationships. There is always three people involved in any relationship two are human and one is God. Seeing the hidden hand of God at work in the life of the person we are seeking to be reconciled to smoothes the way to a greater depth of reconciliation. We realise that in small ways that we and the other person are being transformed so what happened once may never happen in exactly the same way again. Even if it does we are still called to love our enemies.
Eighthly and lastly, Sometimes we may need someone to help us through the process of reconciliation.
Coming to the point of reconciliation is not necessarily and easy process. Sometimes we need others to help us and point us in the right directions. There is no shame in this. Paul is effectively acting as mediator here in this letter. He is helping Philemon and Onesimus to overcome their differences and work out their brotherly relationship in Christ through love.

Paul carefully and tactfully all throughout the letter points them in the right direction. He points them in the godly directions. He is not harsh or demanding, but appeals to them and encourages them to get their relationships straight. Sometimes we need to get a trusted mutual friend or church leader to come in and help us, just like Paul did.

I encourage you if you and someone else are struggling to be reconciled, both of you make a concerted decision that you want to aim for reconciliation and then seek someone to help you through.

Paul is his letter to Philemon shows how important reconciliation is and how we need to work hard to achieve it. This may be a small letter in the NT but it is a very important one. Seek reconciliation in all your relationships – whether you are the person who has been wronged OR you are the person who did wrong. Just as Paul called both Philemon and Onesimus to overcome conflict so we are called whether we are the victim or victimiser to seek to overcome conflict as well.

Reconciliation principles in this letter:

Choose to seek reconciliation
Be willing to face wrong doing

Let love be your ultimate motive in seeking reconciliation

Make restitution where you need to

Forgive where you need to

Accept and receive each other into relationship again

Look out for the hidden hand of God and work with him

Seek help from someone else if you are still struggling to come to reconciliation.
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