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Love and Leadership
The Letter of Paul to Philemon
Introduction
1. Paul’s concluding remarks in his epistle to the Colossians included a striking detail – Colossians 4:7-9 – Onesimus is with Paul? He is a faithful brother, and one of us?
2. One of the members in Colosse, Philemon, who evidently hosted the congregation in his home for the weekly assemblies, had a slave named Onesimus who ran away.
a. The circumstances are not known, but there are many things which could have surrounded his departure, and it seems that Philemon suffered some consequences from it (Philemon 18).
b. During his time away from Philemon, Onesimus met Paul and was converted to Christ.
c. The letter to Philemon is Paul’s effort to lead Philemon to receiving Onesimus back in a manner befitting a brother of Christ.
d. So much stood to be gained or lost based on how the circumstance would play out.
3. Among many things, Philemon demonstrates effective spiritual leadership by Paul. How he handled the situation with love and leadership should be studied and implemented.
I. Love and Leadership in Philemon
A. Greetings (vv. 1-3)
a. Paul and Philemon’s Relationship (vv. 1-2)
i. Paul as prisoner:
1. What had Philemon suffered by Onesimus’ departure? (v. 18) – Think of Paul in prison (cf. Colossians 4:7-9 – “that you may know about our circumstances,” NASB).
2. Paul’s chains are in Christ (cf. Philippians 1:13) – Onesimus contributed (v. 13), will Philemon?
ii. Philemon as beloved friend – “our beloved” – that the affection and tie is mentioned is significant. (v. 19 – had Paul converted him? What past did they share? No doubt, spiritual tie in truth.)
iii. Philemon as a fellow laborer – what is the common work, labor, goal? What business do Paul, Timothy, and Philemon share?
b. Paul’s Well-Wishes for Philemon (v. 3)
i. Will his request of Philemon be selfish or inconsiderate?
ii. Paul wants nothing but the best for Philemon!
iii. The letter provides an increase of God’s grace and peace in the life of Philemon if that is his true desire – it is Paul’s.
B. Paul’s Prayer of Thanksgiving and Supplication for Philemon (vv. 4-7)
a. Thanksgiving for his Christian Character (vv. 4-5)
i. Paul shows genuine care for Philemon – He is truly thankful to God for him.
ii. Specifically, for his spiritual activity that Paul had heard about:
1. His faith toward God had gone out (cf. 1 Thessalonians 1:8; 3 John 3-4)
2. Faith toward Christ, Love unto the saints – cf. 1 Peter 1:22
iii. This is not merely formulary but puts to the forefront of Philemon’s mind what he does that is most important – it helps him see from an apostles’ perspective what is most important about Philemon (not his business, or estate, etc.).
b. Supplication for his Growth (vv. 6-7)
i. His thanksgiving turns to supplication – he’s thankful for what Philemon is, and what he’s done, but prays for him going forward.
ii. Sharing of your faith – what he does in faith is not on an island.
1. (v. 7) – they’ve been refreshed by Philemon’s acts of faith and love.
2. Cf. James 2:1, 14-17; 4:17 (doing good) – not holding it with partiality but extending it to all.
3. It is a joint participation with others as they live for the Lord, but also directly contributes to their well-being as something given from Philemon to them.
iii. The request to God on behalf of Philemon is that his activity in Christ extends fully to encompass all opportunity in Christ (v. 6b):
1. Acknowledgment – epignōsis – full participant knowledge.
2. Every – pas – not only some areas, but all.
3. “that is in us for the sake of Christ.” (ESV) – us as brethren, the church – setting up the appeal for Onesimus who is now one of “us.”
a. I.e. that love from faith in Christ should be effective wherever the opportunity is found, especially in this case.
iv. (v. 7) – His love had provided great things for them, continues to do so, and now he has an even greater opportunity to aid the brethren.
C. Paul’s Appeal to Philemon (vv. 8-16)
a. An Appeal on the Basis of Love (vv. 8-11)
i. Rather than assert his authority as an apostle by commanding Philemon to do what is right, defers to the higher motive – love.
ii. Loves sake:
1. Love of Paul for Philemon.
2. Love of Philemon for Paul.
3. Love of Paul for Onesimus.
4. Love of Philemon for Onesimus – especially – come to see Onesimus differently, as Paul sees him now (vv. 10-11) – realize the relationship change and act as you would toward your other brethren (v. 16).
iii. (vv. 9-10) – Paul intensifies the appeal on the basis of love by reminding Philemon of Paul’s gospel efforts:
1. The span – “the aged”
2. The degree – “a prisoner of Jesus Christ”
3. The fruit – Onesimus begotten while Paul in chains (cf. Philippians 1:12; 2 Timothy 2:9).
4. As a fellow laborer and beloved friend of the apostle (v. 1), what would be appropriate action toward one who has come from his labor? (v. 10).
iv. (v. 11) – the lack of profit due to his departure is eclipsed by his profit now as a brother, and fellow laborer.
b. An Appeal on the Basis of the Gospel (vv. 12-14)
i. (v. 12) – what relationship Philemon and Paul sustained as brethren is no more special that Paul’s with Onesimus.
1. Receive him – cf. Romans 16:2 – in a manner worthy of the saints.
ii. (v. 13) – what he had been doing for Paul is noted as beneficial to Philemon.
1. “on your behalf” – where Philemon is distanced from Paul, Onesimus can stand in his place as his servant.
2. (v. 11) – He is profitable to you and me.
iii. (v. 14) – Paul is giving Philemon opportunity to make this a matter of his own desire to take part in a good work.
1. He is a fellow laborer (v. 1) – does he want to do more?
2. This is opportunity to be involved in more good things (v. 6) – does he want to contribute?
c. An Appeal on the Basis of God’s Providence (vv. 15-16)
i. This challenges Philemon to think about the activity of God throughout circumstances and activities of people.
ii. Is it possible that God utilized Onesimus’ activity, though wrong, to bring about something greater by His grace?
iii. Does Philemon want to see this as an opportunity to be a part of something greater, or does he want to risk being an obstacle in the way of God’s work?
1. Work of benefit for Onesimus, Philemon, and the church in Colosse. (cf. Colossians 4:2-4, 8-9 – Paul’s request for their prayers that would lead to providential doors open for the word – Onesimus is now one of you.)
2. Will he see that the negative (Onesimus’ unfaithfulness as a servant) is swallowed up by the positive (Onesimus’ conversion, and faithfulness as a servant of God, and loving brother)?
D. Paul’s Provision, and Confidence in Philemon (vv. 17-22)
a. Paul’s Provision for Philemon’s Proper Response (vv. 17-20)
i. (vv. 17, 19b-20) – Paul appeals to a wide-ranging fellowship with Philemon for him to act accordingly.
1. Partner – koinōnos – in spiritual labor (v. 1), in love and faith (v. 5), in all good things (v. 6), in joy and consolation (v. 7), in the gospel interest (vv. 13-14), in God’s activity (v. 15), in the family of God (v. 16).
2. The consideration of counting Paul “a partner” involves all the things of God in Christ (cf. 1 Corinthians 10:16-17 – one body and one bread).
3. “receive him as you would me” – if I am your partner then so is he. (vv. 11, 16 – a beloved brother in the Lord)
4. (v. 19b) – one can only imagine what Paul had done for him in spiritual matters – partnership often involves reciprocation, as all meaningful relationships do.
5. (v. 20) – (v. 7) – share in these as well.
ii. Sandwiched in-between Paul’s talk of partnership and reciprocal service of love, he too offers to be a contributor (i.e. he is not calling Philemon to action while he sits idle) – (v. 18)
1. If there was hesitation on Philemon’s part due to damages, Paul’s words would aid to dispel it.
b. Paul’s Confidence in Philemon’s Proper Response (vv. 21-22)
i. All that Paul says reflects his great care for the situation and the brethren involved. His words show effort to aid brethren in the carrying out of God’s will.
ii. However, it is not expressive of doubt. He has great confidence. (Cf. Hebrews 6:9-12)
E. Farewell Greetings (vv. 23-25)
a. Greetings from Fellow Laborers (vv. 23-24) – is he going to be a fellow laborer, or will he break from the gospel theme of joy and consolation, and fellowship?
b. A Parting Wish of Grace (v. 25)
i. Forming a bookend with the introduction (v. 3) – all that the letter included would impart God’s grace if he made the decision to act accordingly.
ii. 2 Corinthians 8:7 – acting with forgiveness, brotherly love, and full reception of the gospel would be to partake, and abound in grace.
II. Applications in Spiritual Leadership
A. Spiritual leadership is driven by love to motivate faithfulness.
a. The whole tone of the letter is one of loving appeal.
B. Spiritual leadership is not merely forceful but acts with tact to draw others to what is right and good.
a. The letter is not haphazard but well thought out and articulated.
b. Paul knew what he wanted Philemon to do, and knew as a faithful Christian, he should do it in the spirit of Christ but did everything in his power to lead him to the right decision.
C. Spiritual leadership gives notice to past and current faithful activity.
D. Spiritual leadership encourages growth with expressions of confidence.
E. Spiritual leadership is sensitive to the circumstances of others while still attempting to help them see the big, spiritual picture.
a. Paul did not write as though the decision, and the details that surrounded it were simple or easy.
b. However, he spoke concerning fellowship, salvation, brotherhood, and God’s will to get Philemon to see what was most important.
F. Spiritual leadership is giving and sacrificial.
G. Spiritual leadership acts not with superiority, but with humble inclusion.
a. Paul wrote, not as an apostle, but as a fellow disciple.
b. His language did not present himself as one superior to any involved, but as one that Philemon could participate with in the things of God.
Conclusion – In all spiritual leadership we should seek to lead like Paul shows in Philemon.
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