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Lesson Twelve

“Challenging the Best in People”

(Reading—Philemon 4-25)


Christianity came into a world that was sin-ladened! While there were conscious efforts on the part of many to have moral and ethical principles by which to govern their lives, there were many that seems to have gone to the other extreme (Romans 1:18-32; Acts 17:15-34). Not only did Christianity give mankind hope for something better after death, but it set about a revolution to change the lives of as many as could be reached with the Gospel (Romans 6:1-6). One of the many evils that had to be dealt with by Christianity was the question of slavery. Is it right or wrong? Should it be accepted or overthrown? Could a Christian owe slaves? If slavery is okay, what kind of regulations need to be put into action that helps to overcome some of its evils? The letter to Philemon comes to grip with at least part of the way to handle such.
THE CHALLENGE OF THE LETTER


In the first seven verses we see depicted a man and his family that would be considered to be committed Christians ready to do what they can for the cause of Christ. Look at this description:


Verse 1—“Dearly beloved friend and fellow laborer”


Verse 2—“To the beloved Apphia” (His wife) and his son (?) “Archippus our fellow 

     soldier”

Verse 4—“I thank my God, making mention of you always in my prayers”


Verse 5—“Hearing of your love and faith… toward…the Lord…all the saints”


Verse 6—“Sharing of your faith” “acknowledgement of every good thing which is in 

      you in Christ”


Verse 7—“We have great joy and consolation in your love….hearts of saints have been 

      refreshed by you.”


Verse 2—“Church met in our home.”
The above certainly gives credibility to the godly life of Philemon. But….he was a slave holder! Can he be all that acceptable as a Christian and be a slave holder? We know that there are several Scriptures that are related to slaves and their masters (Colossians 3:22-4:1; Ephesians 6:5-9; 1 Peter 2:18-20) helping to regulate the attitudes and actions of both, but there is none that comes right out and condemns slave holding.


The question that needs to be answered…..we have no answer for! “Why did Onesimus leave his master?” We are not told why! Only that he had left and had possibly stolen some things to sell or some money to live on until he could find employment. Onesimus was not a Christian when he left, but became a Christian while at Rome under the teachings of the Apostle Paul (whom he possibly knew earlier at Colossae or Ephesus).


The challenge of the letter was to deal with the attitude of each of these men towards the other. Especially now that they are both Christians, how should they treat or react to each other? 
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The letter does not state that slavery is wrong or sinful, but did give directions that would help to stop the mistreatment or wrong attitudes on the part of both.

THREE THINGS TO CONSIDER

1. Christianity helps us to be honest and have integrity. When converted, we need to make things right that are wrong. Onesimus had wronged Philemon. Some kind of a debt was owed to Philemon by Onesimus. Onesimus needed to deal with this situation honestly. He made the decision to go back and deal with it correctly. Paul’s letter was written to try to help work out a solution to their alienation. He would have preferred to have kept Onesimus at Rome because he was very profitable to Paul. But more was at stake than Onesimus helping Paul. Christian principles say: “Go and make it right!” (1 Peter 2:11-17). 

2. Christians should want to do what is right and not have to be made to do it. Paul did not tell Philemon that Onesimus could no longer be his slave. Rather, he did the greater thing—he challenged the best that was in Philemon. Look at the challenge in verses 9-21:

a) To answer the request of Paul, the aged one, and also a prisoner for Christ.


b) Look and see how profitable he has been to me “in your stead.”


c) He did not want to coerce him, but that he would do it willingly.


d) Maybe….in God’s providence, Onesimus had to leave, so that he would become a 

    Christian.


e) How, he is not only a servant, but a brother in Christ as well.


f) Receive him as you would receive me.


g) Whatever he owes, put it on my account and I will pay it.


h) But don’t forget how much you owe me!


i) Let me have joy of you in the Lord, refresh my love for you.


j) I have confidence that you will do this and even more than I request.

What a masterpiece of gentle persuasion! It was polite and delicate in sentiment. His request had warmth, sincerity, and dignity in it. “I do not enjoin, but I beseech you…” How could anyone resist such a request?

3. In Christ, we have new relationships that make a difference. It is a special brotherhood that is held together by Christ and His love for us (vs. 15-17). Just look at the effect of Christ in the lives of these two men:


a) Onesimus came back to face up to past problems.


b) He had become a very profitable help to Paul.


c) Paul was willing to stand good for what Onesimus owed.


d) Philemon was challenged to forgive and accept him back as more than a servant—as a 

    beloved brother.

And the Apostle Paul expected that Philemon would do just that very thing!

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS


The Gospel challenges the very best in people to come out. The Lord set the example for us in all of these areas of excellence. Onesimus was trying to meet the challenge as a Christian. 
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Philemon was challenged to do so also; and Paul was confident that he would measure up. So with us today—let the Gospel challenge the very best with us.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

True or False

____1. “House churches” were not a desirable or acceptable practice of the early church.

____2. Philemon, by law, had a right to own slaves.

____3. As a Christian, however, Philemon should not have had slaves.

____4. The use of one’s Authority needs to done wisely.

____5. Archippus was the son of Philemon that was a preacher.

____6. Onesimus had wronged his master by leaving and possibly stealing from him.

____7. There are no regulations in Scripture concerning owning slaves.

____8. Philemon’s willingness to forgive and accept Onesimus back as a slave was the real 

issue here.

____9. The Apostle was confident of the response from Philemon.

____10. Paul wanted Onesimus to come back to Rome and be of help to him.
