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Obscure Characters 1 
Philemon and Onesimus – Part 1 

 

I. I am starting a series of sermons that will draw attention to characters in the Bible 

who are not as famous but still had major roles in the Scriptures.  I was drawn to this 

by doing some research and the title of the sermon series is not my own but all of the 

research is unless it is quoted elsewhere.   

 

II. If people are mentioned in Scripture then there must be a purpose for why they are 

there even if they were not mentioned in great detail or in long discourse.  We are 

going to look at some minutia and maybe ask questions that we may never find a 

satisfactory answer to.   

 

III. There is a tendency to look at the big people when it comes to music, cinema, sports, 

etc.  We remember the names of Vince Lombardi, Paul “Bear” Bryant, Frank Sinatra 

and Michael Jackson.  But if I were to ask you who were the assistant coaches and 

who wrote the songs for Michael Jackson those names are more obscure in memory.  

But we would all be right in assuming that without the input and roles of these 

obscure individuals we may never have heard of the great Bear Bryant or the 

beautiful voice of blue eyes himself.   

 

IV. Today we will address two individuals by looking at the book as a whole.  If you have 

your bibles please turn to the book of Philemon.  

 

a. Martin Luther, the great theologian that began the Reformation period, said this 

about the Book of Philemon, “This letter gives us a masterful and tender example 

of Christian love.”   

b. This is the only letter of Paul’s we have that is personal correspondence between 

one person to another.   

c. The letter is written entirely from Paul’s hand which is uncharacteristic of Paul as 

he usually had a secretary write his letters while he dictated God’s Word to them.   

d. Ernest Renan, who was a French philosopher, called the letter to Philemon a 

“little masterpiece.”   

e. Paul is writing to Philemon while he is in house arrest in Rome somewhere 

between AD 60-62 which Luke recorded in Acts 28.   

f. Philemon most likely is in the Lycus Valley in the tri-city area of Hierapolis, 

Laodicea and Colossae.  Most believe that Philemon to be a wealthy citizen of 

Colossae who, during the time of Paul’s ministry in Ephesus, was converted and 

then began a church in his house.   

 

V. The great question of the book is this: “What was the occasion for this writing?”  In 

other words, “What prompted Paul to write this letter?”   

 

a. That question is not easily answered.   

b. Onesimus is with Paul at the time of the writing.   
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c. Onesimus is a slave and, for reasons we will discuss in a moment, has fled 

Philemon who is his master.   

d. Paul writes to plead with Philemon to welcome Onesimus back into the house and 

ultimately the church.   

 

VI. This letter is so different from Paul’s other letters because there is not much 

theological discussion.   

 

a. You don’t have the talks about justification, righteousness, grace, and works nor 

are there discussions about Jew and Gentile relationships.  Nor does Paul give a 

theology about God’s action in Christ nor does he speak about heaven, hell or 

judgment.    

b. But what we find in Philemon is something unique and something that is beyond 

what scholars, theologians and brilliant minds try to grasp.  Paul does not write to 

give a theology about what he believes.  Let me repeat that…Paul does not write 

to give a theology about what he believes rather what we find in Philemon is what 

is called “lived theology.”   

c. Philemon is about Paul living out the gospel of Christ in a specific culture in a 

specific time.   

 

VII. With all of that here is the plan for today’s sermons:  

a. AM: Philemon 1-7         

b. PM: Philemon 8-25 

 

Philemon 1:1-7  Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our 

beloved fellow worker  
2
 and Apphia our sister and Archippus our fellow soldier, and the church 

in your house:  
3
 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  

4
 I 

thank my God always when I remember you in my prayers,  
5
 because I hear of your love and of 

the faith that you have toward the Lord Jesus and all the saints,  
6
 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.
1
  

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. 

 

I. The Authors (vv. 1-3) 
 

a. It’s interesting to note that Paul here says he is a prisoner for Christ Jesus.  Paul 

is in prison in Rome but note that he does not simply call himself a prisoner but 

he says he is a prisoner for Christ Jesus.   

b. There is a difference.  One points to a place of pain the other points to a place of 

providence.   

c. Paul is quick to note that the struggle he is enduring is not the result of something 

he is doing but is a greater response to the gospel of Christ being witnessed in an 

oppressive society.   

d. Too often we are quick to believe that what God wants for us is a peaceful, quiet, 

prosperous, pain-free life.  Not so with Paul.  Paul is a prisoner.   

e. Paul wishes nothing more than grace and peace to come upon Philemon.   
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f. Why grace and peace?  Those were consistent greetings in both the Jewish and 

Hellenistic cultures Paul was writing to.   

 

II. The Appreciation (vv. 4-7) 
 

a. Note what Paul is doing here.  He is doing one of two things.  Either he is trying 

to butter up Philemon so he will accept Onesimus back without any issues.  You 

ever tried to do that before?  Maybe you got in trouble with your spouse and you 

knew it and so you sent her some flowers, chocolate or a sweet e-mail to 

apologize but do so in a way that will avert most of the punishment.   

b. What’s the problem with this?  The problem is that it does not work!  So I don’t 

think Paul would deliberately butter Philemon up so that he would let Onesimus 

back! 

c. That means, in the second place, Paul is genuinely thankful for Philemon.   

d. Paul hears of Philemon’s love and faith both towards Jesus and towards the 

church.  Do you catch that?  What are the two greatest commandments according 

to Jesus?  Love God and Love others (Matt. 22:37, 39).  Philemon’s faith is 

genuine not because of all of the works he is doing, not because he is the leader of 

a house church in Colossae, not because he has Scripture after Scripture 

memorized but because he loves God and loves others.  This is something that is 

reported to Paul who is pretty far away from Colossae.   

e. Verse 7 says that from this friendship he has “derived” (lit. “have”) joy, comfort 

and love.  It is also because of this love that he has refreshed the hearts of the 

saints.  I think “refreshed” means maybe Philemon financially supported Paul and 

the Colossae church.  If he owns slaves he is wealthy and the house would have to 

be big to have a whole church meet in his house.   

f. At any rate…Paul thinks very fondly of Philemon.   

g. Paul wishes for Philemon to have the full knowledge of every good thing that is in 

Paul.   

 

Application – Two Questions? 
 

I. Can you say that you are a prisoner for Christ? 

 

a. This question inevitably leads us feeling guilty to the point where we may not 

want to talk about it.   

b. Paul is literally a prisoner but beyond that is a theological motif that I think is 

important for us to understand.   

c. Paul sees himself as one who is a slave/servant/prisoner to Christ even if it means 

he is not literally in prison.  Paul finds himself encapsulated with Christ to the 

point where is willing to die for what he believes.   

d. MLK JR., once said, “A man who won't die for something is not fit to live.”   

e. Paul, in Colossians 1:24, “Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in 

my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his 

body that is, the church.” 
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f. That’s one of those hard texts to live up to isn’t?  Paul and Jesus both lived a life 

that was no scarred of the opposition but even embraced as part of God’s will for 

them.   

g. Paul said, in 2 Corinthians 11:23-29 talks about all of the beatings, the 

afflictions, the imprisonments.  He said this, “If I must boast, I will boast of the 

things that show my weakness.”  WHAT???   

h. In our society what do we brag about?  Our strengths!!!  In a job interview and on 

a person’s resume normally a person will list things that they are good at and 

things they excel at and how those qualities fit with the position that is being 

offered.  Not Paul…he would give a list of weaknesses and will then show how 

those fit.   

i. Are you a person who is willing to say that you are a prisoner for Christ?  Are you 

embodying the gospel so much that it gets in the way of your normal life?   

 

II. Do you treat your brothers and sisters in Christ like Paul did Philemon? 

 

a. When was the last time you wrote a brother or sister in Christ thanking them for 

their faith or the love that they have showed you?   

b. When was the last time you wrote a letter to one of our elders thanking them for 

the effort they give to this congregation each week? 

c. When was the last time you wrote a letter to Joe thanking him for the hours he 

spends in the office, the prayers he prays at your bedside in the hospital? 

d. The problem in writing a letter to someone is that it takes a little bit of humility to 

hank someone else for helping you out spiritually.  We would like to think that we 

did things on our own but truth be told all of our spirituality has been paved by 

someone else.  Just like people in this country can thank Christopher Columbus 

for discovering this country (technically this country belongs to Native Americans 

but that is another sermon) we too thank others for paving our way.   

e. Paul prayed for his brothers and sisters.   

i. 1 Thess. 5:17 – pray without ceasing 

ii. Why do we mention those in the bulletin and announcements to pray for?  

It is because we believe in the power that God works in supernatural ways.  

Ways that doctors, philosophers, scientists, skeptics and even believers 

can’t fully explain. 

iii. Should we ever stop doing that?   

f. Not only was prayer involved but Philemon and Paul gave each other both joy and 

comfort.   

i. This sounds a lot like Paul’s attitude toward the Philippians when he said, 

“I thank God in all my remembrance of you” (1:3).   

ii. It is in the friendships of the kingdom where we derive comfort in 

situations we need comfort.  It is in the friendships of the kingdom where 

we have much joy in our times of joy and in our times of sorrow and deep 

pain.   

iii. It is no secret to many of you that my best friend in this world (besides my 

wife) is Nathan Lewis.  It is because of Nathan I am able to do what I do.  
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If you want to thank somebody for me being a youth minister (or blame 

somebody depending on how you feel about me) thank Nathan!   

 

This is a letter he wrote to me April 22, 2002.   

 

Dear Ed,  

 

 I have wanted to write you for a while.  I have never told you how much you mean to me.  

I came to Freed to learn and meet new people but little did I know about what that involved.  I 

asked God to give me a friend.  Yes, I had friends but not the true friend I was looking for.  God 

gave me a special gift and his name is Ed.  I know, that sounds “weird”, but it’s the truth.  I 

admire you for where you came from to what you have become.  It has been great getting to 

know you and watching your spiritual growth.  I appreciate your Bible study and devotion to 

God.  I am glad for you and Happy (Heather) and wish you all the best.  I would wish you luck 

on your debate but you always do well.  Let the truth speak because it is stronger and smarter 

than Dr. Gilmore.  Good luck this summer.  I am proud of you for taking on the challenge.  

Thank you for being my dearest friend and the answer to my prayers.   

 

Poger 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

I. That’s what it is about.  Even in circumstances that present itself we still need to 

thank each other and to praise God for how far we have come! 

II. Maybe this is a call for you to focus more on being a prisoner for Christ or maybe 

you heard a word from God that has challenged you to let someone else know 

how much you love them.   

 


