PHILEMON

Verses 1-24

The Beginning

Early in the morning of Sunday, August 13, 1961, the German Democratic Republic began under the leadership of Erich Honaker to block off East Berlin from West Berlin by means of barbed wire and antitank obstacles. Streets were torn up, and barricades of paving stones were erected. Tanks gathered at crucial places. The subway and local railway services between East and West Berlin were interrupted. Inhabitants of East Berlin were no longer allowed to enter West Berlin, amongst them 60,000 commuters who had worked in West Berlin so far. In the following days, construction brigades began replacing the provisional barriers by a solid wall.

On September 20, 1961 the forced evacuation of houses situated immediately at the border to West Berlin began. On August 17, 1962 Peter Fechter, an eighteen years old citizen of East Berlin, bled to death after he was shot down by East Berlin border patrol in an attempt to escape over the wall.

Measurements

The border between West Berlin and East Berlin had a total length of 103 miles, and there was a deeply staggered system of barriers. It had cut through 192 streets. First there was a wall that was made up of concrete segments with a height of 12 feet, usually with a concrete tube on top of it. Behind it (at the "eastern" side) there was an illuminated control area, called death area. Refugees who had reached that area were shot without warning. A trench followed which should prevent vehicles from breaking through. Then there was a patrol track, a corridor with watchdogs, watchtowers and bunkers, and a second wall.

The Fall

In the year 1989, there began dramatic events such as a massive flight of inhabitants from East Germany via Hungary and big demonstrations in Leipzig. After weeks of discussion about a new travel law, the leader of East Berlin's communist party said on November 9, 1989 at about 7 p.m. in somewhat unclear words that the border would be opened for "private trips abroad". 

Little later, an onrush of East Berliner's towards West Berlin began, and there were celebrations at the Brandenburg Gate West Berlin. On November 10, demolition works began with the aim of creating new border crossings. On December 22, a checkpoint for pedestrians was opened at the Brandenburg Gate. So-called "wall woodpeckers" hammered pieces out of the wall, many of which were sold as souvenirs. A few larger segments were officially donated or sold.

On July 1 1990, an economic, monetary and social union between East and West Germany was formed, and all restrictions concerning travels were dropped. The wall vanished almost completely until 1991 but there is remainder of the Berlin wall with a length of 70 meters yet standing as a memorial. On February 1997, a red line was painted on the pavement at the former "Checkpoint Charlie" to mark the course of the former Berlin wall. From 1962 to 1989, at least 100 people were killed at the Berlin Wall.

In Bible times, Roman, Greek and Jewish cultures were littered with barriers. Society assigned people to classes and expected them to stay there. You had men and women, slave and free, rich and poor, Jews and Gentiles, Greeks and barbarians, pious and pagan. Once you were assigned to a class, you could not move from it.

Our life and our relationships have many walls and fences that divide, separate and compartmentalize. Now these walls are not made of concrete and barbed wire and are they not classes that society assigns to us. These walls are personal walls, blocking people from each other and from God.

But Jesus Christ came as the great wall remover, tearing down the sin partition that separates us from God and blasting us from the barriers that keep us from each other. His death and resurrection opened the way for eternal life in the family of God to all who believe in Him. The Berlin Wall was physical and temporal yet the walls that Jesus Christ brings down are spiritual and eternal.

This life-changing truth of Jesus Christ forms the backdrop for our message this evening.

Pray 

Philemon 1:1-25 (NIV)

1Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our dear friend and fellow worker, 2to Apphia our sister, to Archippus our fellow soldier and to the church that meets in your home: 3Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 4I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers, 5because I hear about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints. 6I pray that you may be active in sharing your faith, so that you will have a full understanding of every good thing we have in Christ. 7Your love has given me great joy and encouragement, because you, brother, have refreshed the hearts of the saints. 8Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, 9yet I appeal to you on the basis of love. I then, as Paul - an old man and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus - 10I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains. 11Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me. 12I am sending him - who is my very heart - back to you. 13I would have liked to keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. 14But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced. 15Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for good - 16no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord. 17So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. 18If he has done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me. 19I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand. I will pay it back - not to mention that you owe me your very self. 20I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ. 21Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask. 22And one thing more: Prepare a guest room for me, because I hope to be restored to you in answer to your prayers. 23Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you greetings. 24And so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow workers. 25The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.
Expository Approach

· Philemon is the last book in the Scriptures that bears the name of Paul on it.

· Philemon is a very short book with only 306 words in it.

· Philemon is one of the four prison epistles, the others being Colossians, Ephesians and Philippians.

· The main people in this letter are Paul, Philemon and Onesimus.

1Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our dear friend and fellow worker, 2to Apphia our sister, to Archippus our fellow soldier and to the church that meets in your home: 3Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
· Paul was a prisoner in Rome under house arrest as he wrote this letter and Timothy was with Paul.

· Apphia was probably the wife of Philemon.

· Archippus was either Philemon’s son or perhaps even the pastor of this church.

· ”3Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” Vertical and horizontal.

4I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers, 5because I hear about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love for all the saints. 6I pray that you may be active in sharing your faith, so that you will have a full understanding of every good thing we have in Christ. 7Your love has given me great joy and encouragement, because you, brother, have refreshed the hearts of the saints.
· Philemon is obviously a very wealthy person. The church met in his home and he had slaves.

· Philemon is a friend of Paul.

· Philemon is a fellow worker for Christ.

· Paul is continually praying for Philemon.

· Philemon has a testimony of love and faith, the two most important elements of a Christian.

· Philemon loves the church.

· Philemon continually shared his faith.

· Philemon is loved by Paul

· Philemon has given Paul great joy

Oh, that we all might have the testimony of Philemon.

8Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, 9yet I appeal to you on the basis of love. I then, as Paul - an old man and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus - 10I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains. 11Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me.

· Paul is “aged” or old.

· Paul has the authority to command.

· Paul chooses to use the Christian virtue of love rather than command. Paul based his request not on his own authority, but on Philemon’s Christian commitment.

· Paul introduces Onesimus, a common name for slaves in those days.

· Paul led Onesimus to Christ while Paul was in chains under house arrest.

· How did Paul meet Onesimus, a runaway slave from over 1000 miles away?

· Paul uses a “play on words”: Paul says that Onesimus was unprofitable while being a slave, yet he is now profitable in being a Christian. 

12I am sending him - who is my very heart - back to you. 13I would have liked to keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. 14But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced.
· Paul is sending Onesimus back to Philemon.

· Philemon could have Onesimus put to death as a runaway slave. A master has the legal right to kill a runaway slave. To the Romans, a slave was not a person and was basically thought of as property. The slaves in the Roman Empire far outnumbered the citizens so it was imperative to the Romans to control the slave population. To lose control of the slaves would be to forfeit the social and economic basis of the Roman Empire. At this time, there were an estimated 60,000,000 slaves in the Roman Empire. You could own a slave for an entire year for about an average wage of just one day.

· Onesimus went back to Philemon. Onesimus was willing to be put to death for the cause of Christ! He was truly regenerated by the Spirit of the Living God. “He leaned into a right hook.” This is completely contrary to the natural mind and heart.

15Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for good - 16no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord.
· Paul states here that God sent his 1000 miles for this purpose, that Philemon might receive him much more than a slave, but as a brother. Slavery is the same as the employee and employer relationship today. The walls are torn down by the power of Christ. It was this very principle that would eventually undermine the institute of slavery and greatly contributed to the fall of the Roman Empire.

· Paul states again that Philemon is much more valuable as a Christian rather than just a slave.

17So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me.
· Paul says for Philemon to consider Onesimus as a partner, to love him and to work with him as much as the great apostle Paul.

18If he has done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me.
· Paul is now signing a blank promissory note because he loves Onesimus that much! This must have certainly encouraged Onesimus to know that Paul is willing to invest so much in him.
19I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand. I will pay it back - not to mention that you owe me your very self. 20I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ.
· Paul says here again that he will repay whatever has been stolen from Philemon.

· He also adds to Philemon that no matter what the debt is, the Philemon still owes Paul more. Philemon was saved under the direct ministry of Paul himself.

· Paul is encouraging Philemon’s obedience to return to Paul joy and refreshment.

21Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask. 22And one thing more: Prepare a guest room for me, because I hope to be restored to you in answer to your prayers.

· Paul is a positive minded Christian fully knowing of the power of Jesus Christ to live obediently.

· Paul is a positive minded Christian fully knowing of the power of Jesus Christ to live beyond all expectations.

· Paul is a positive minded Christian expecting that God will answer the prayers of Philemon and the church at Colosse.

· Only Christians can be positive minded. This is only because Christians have positive hearts.

23Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you greetings. 24And so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow workers. 25The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.
· This is the closing blessing for Philemon.

CONCLUSION:

1. Notice that there is an offence. Onesimus stole property from Philemon that did not belong to him.

2. Notice that there is substitution. Paul loves Onesimus so much that he is willing to pay the debt that Paul did not owe.

3. Notice that there is intercession. Paul went to bat for Onesimus. He pleaded a good case. He pleaded on the basis of love and not intimidation.

4. Notice that there is restoration. Onesimus was to be considered equal in the family of God.

5. Notice that there is elevation. Onesimus was considered equal with the apostle Paul. Onesimus has a new standing and a new relationship.

6. Notice that this is a beautiful painting of the Divine forgiveness that comes from God. It is truly a picture of Christ dying on the cross for you and for me.

When Christ died on the cross for you and for me, he removed the walls in our lives. 

Ephesians 2:14-18 (NIV)

14For he himself is our peace, who has made the two one and has destroyed the barrier, the dividing wall of hostility, 15by abolishing in his flesh the law with its commandments and regulations. His purpose was to create in himself one new man out of the two, thus making peace, 16and in this one body to reconcile both of them to God through the cross, by which he put to death their hostility. 17He came and preached peace to you who were far away and peace to those who were near. 18For through him we both have access to the Father by one Spirit.
It is not mentioned in the Scriptures as to the result of this letter but a very good source of literature written by Ignatus of Antioch written in the second century mentions Onesimus as the Bishop of Ephesus.

Also, had Philemon not wanted to respond to Paul’s request, he could have simply thrown away this letter from Paul and we would never have known anything about this situation. There is no doubt of Philemon’s loving forgiveness to Onesimus. Onesimus was around at the time that Paul’s writings are being collected for the cannon of Scripture and most assuredly, he made sure that Paul’s letter to Philemon was included for our benefit.

· GOD FORGIVES:

We are to mirror His forgiveness.

· GOD PROVIDED JESUS:
We are to mirror His substitution.

· JESUS INTERCEDES:

We are to mirror His intercession.

· GOD ELEVATES:

We are to mirror these new relationships.
· Is there anyone who has hurt you deeply?

· Are you holding a grudge against any other person?

· Are you struggling with forgiveness?

· Do you know anyone that has fallen into sin that, with God being your helper, you can rescue?

· Is there anyone you have offended?
If you have answered “yes” to any of these questions, understand Philemon. Understand that God wants these walls to come down in your life. He wants relationships restored. He wants lives reunited. He wants your hurts healed and only the Great Physician can do the healing.

The Berlin Wall stood for many years and cost many lives. Your walls are not made of concrete and barbed wire however. Your walls are personal walls, blocking people from each other and from God.
The power of God brought down the Berlin Wall. The power of God can bring your walls down also.
Pray
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