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Good News for Real-Life  
Philemon 

 
Main Point:  God is able to transform broken 
relationships from pain to partnership.  
 
Paul:  Hope  

 

 God is able to make the useless ‘useful’ again (v.10-

12) 

 

Onesimus:  Faith 
 

 God is able to help me do the right thing…even when 

it’s hard (v.13-14)  

 
Philemon: Love 
 

 God is able to help me sacrifice for others again (v. 1-

9) 

  

 God is able to help me truly forgive others (v. 15-21) 

 
The Church: Fellowship 
 

 God is able to break down all social barriers (v.22-25) 

 

Opening Elder Announcement:  Christmas Dinner Plug 
& Student Ministries Pastor Update 

 

<<Come Thou Fount>> 

Thank you praise team for leading us in our worship. 
That’s our prayer this morning.  Come Fountain of 
Blessing.  We want to drink deeply from the source of 
living water – Jesus Christ Himself – as we submit our 
lives entirely in worship of Him today.   

(2nd Service only – Dismiss Children for Children’s 
Church) 

If you need a Bible for our services this morning, the men 
are coming now … just catch their attention and it would 
be our joy to give you a copy of God’s Word today.  Feel 
free to take this Bible home with you today, or simply 
return it to the back table at the end of our service as 
well. 

I’m so thankful for how God is working in our church 
family.  In all the hard times and disappointments that we 
have – there’s stories of grace and hope as well – and I 
want you to hear some of them.   

This week one of you shared with me how God used a 
recent sermon from Colossians.  How God gave you a 
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heart for the unemployed, and how God is leading you to 
start a resume-building & job hunting support group in a 
local firehouse as a platform to spread God’s Gospel of 
hope to our hurting neighbors and friends in our region.   

And then this week I heard about how some of you 
recently sacrificed your own time during the Thanksgiving 
holiday weekend to help one of our sisters move – and 
how God was using your loving witness to soften hearts 
towards Christ.  God is working among us church!! 

O but real life can be hard.  This week we have all been 
reminded again that we live in an evil world where God’s 
grace is hated, and self-love reigns.  But Christ is coming 
back.  Mercy still reigns as we await ultimate justice 
from our Holy Sovereign God.  So when times get tough 
for us here and now – let’s not lose heart, but remember 
that this momentarily light affliction is preparing for us an 
eternal weight of glory that is beyond all comparison (2 
Cor 4:17).  

Now to cause our hearts to burn within us this morning, 
let’s read from God’s Word.   

Please open your Bible to the short letter of Philemon.  
This short letter is tucked between Titus and Hebrews, 
and is on page 1000 in the Bibles we’ve handed out this 
morning.  I’ll be reading the entire 25 verses, so if you’re 
able please stand with me now in honor of God’s Word 
as I read Paul’s letter to Philemon from the English 
Standard Version:     

1 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 for 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. 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.  

8 Accordingly, though I am bold enough in Christ to 
command you to do what is required, 9 yet for love’s sake 
I prefer to appeal to you—I, Paul, an old man and now a 
prisoner also for Christ Jesus— 10 I appeal to you for my 
child, Onesimus, whose father I became in my 
imprisonment. 11 (Formerly he was useless to you, but 
now he is indeed useful to you and to me.) 12 I am 
sending him back to you, sending my very heart. 13 I 
would have been glad to keep him with me, in order that 
he might serve me on your behalf during my 
imprisonment for the gospel, 14 but I preferred to do 
nothing without your consent in order that your goodness 
might not be by compulsion but of your own accord. 
15 For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a 
while, that you might have him back forever, 16 no longer 
as a bondservant but more than a bondservant, as a 
beloved brother—especially to me, but how much more 
to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord.  

17 So if you consider me your partner, receive him as you 
would receive me. 18 If he has wronged you at all, or 
owes you anything, charge that to my account. 19 I, Paul, 
write this with my own hand: I will repay it—to say 
nothing of your owing me even your own self. 20 Yes, 
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brother, I want some benefit from you in the Lord. 
Refresh my heart in Christ.  

21 Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing 
that you will do even more than I say. 22 At the same time, 
prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping that 
through your prayers I will be graciously given to you.  

23 Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends 
greetings to you, 24 and so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, 
and Luke, my fellow workers.  

25 The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.  

This is God’s Word.  You may be seated.   

Let’s Pray.   

Since we just concluded our study in Colossians 
together, it is very fitting to look at this personal letter that 
Paul sent to the same Colossian people at the exact 
same time as he sent them the Colossian epistle.   
 
Remember the Colossian church actually met in 
Philemon’s large home.  In the first two verses of this 
letter, Paul and Timothy send greetings to Philemon 
and his wife Apphia, and also to the interim pastor 
Archippus who was now serving the Colossian church 
since Epaphras was away with Paul in Rome.    
 
So this short letter is really a real life case study of 
everything that Paul communicated in Colossians.  
Christ is more than enough for us – He is all in all!  
And if we today really believe this good news – it must 
practically transform our real life messes and heartaches.   

You see the main point we want to learn today from this 
personal letter to Philemon is that God is able to 
transform broken relationships from pain to partnership.  
 

 
 
God’s gospel is sufficient to fully restore difficult 
relationships.  God is able to transform lost relationships 
from bondage to brotherhood – if we are willing to believe 
His Good News for our real lives. 
 
So here’s how we are going to approach our study this 
morning.  I’d like for us to work our way through the text 
from the perspective of the 4 primary characters – Paul, 
Onesimus, Philemon, and the Colossian Church.  And 
as we consider this real life story from each of their 
perspectives, I pray that God will give us hope, increase 
our faith, deepen our love, and strengthen our fellowship 
together.  There’s good news for our real lives this 
morning!  God is able… to transform broken 
relationships from pain to partnership.  Do you believe 
this today? 
 
First, consider Paul’s perspective from Rome where he 
meets this runaway slave named Onesimus.  Paul’s 
response to this hardened criminal exemplifies the hope 
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of God’s Gospel.  God is able to make the useless 
‘useful’ again (v.10-12) 
 

 
 
Notice the tender affection in Paul’s references to 
Onesimus in verses 10-12: 
 
“my child Onesimus”  
“whose father I became in my imprisonment” 
“now he is indeed useful to you and to me” 
“my very heart”  
 
Don’t miss the miraculous hope behind these words.   
 
Remember when Paul first met Onesimus – Onesimus 
was a hardened criminal on the run – seeking to hide in 
the largest city of the Empire – Rome itself.  He had 
stolen from Philemon, and carefully executed his self-
justified plans.  But in God’s good providence, this 
runaway slave comes into contact with the imprisoned 
Apostle Paul – God’s missionary who was in a Roman 
prison for preaching salvation by faith in Jesus Christ 
alone.   
 
Now this is real life. If you were Paul – how would you 
approach a relationship with Onesimus?  Is God’s gospel 

sufficient to transform a hardened criminal?  If you were 
Paul, how much hope would you have in God’s good 
news to make any difference with this defiant criminal?   
 
Let’s take the elevator to the floor where you live…and 
step off for a moment to ask the same question.  Do you 
have a messy relationship in your life that you think 
is beyond hope?   
 
A sibling or step-parent or a child that you’d rather just 
avoid rather than interact with?  A former friend who has 
hurt you or someone else you love very deeply…so 
deeply that you can’t imagine ever being able to befriend 
them again. 
 
God is able to make the useless “useful” again. 
 
Now I hear some objections.  Yes, you’re right there are 
without a doubt some bad people on this earth.  
 
But according to Scripture we’re all sinners (Rom 3:23). 
All we like sheep have gone astray and turned to our own 
way (Is 53:6).  Apart from God’s grace, there is not a 
righteous person on the earth.  So let’s remember last 
week’s message from Luke 18 – and be slow to think 
ourselves better than others.  Any goodness in us is only 
because of God’s amazing grace (2 Cor 3:5).   
 
Remember, Onesimus’ name literally meant “useful.”  So 
in verse 11 Paul uses a play-on-words to jolt Philemon to 
acknowledge the transforming power of God’s Gospel. 
God really is able to make the useless “useful” again!  So 
hear the good news of God’s gospel for real life today – 
there is no relationship beyond hope for God’s 
reconciliation. 
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That’s easier to believe in theory, than in real life, isn’t it? 
 
Do you believe that God is powerful enough to replace a 
heart of stone with a heart of flesh?  Do you believe God 
is able to transform your broken relationship from pain to 
partnership? 
 
But now think about this whole situation from Onesimus’ 
point of view.  How do you think that conversation went? 
 
Paul may have said, “Onesimus, I believe it would be 
best to send you back to Philemon.” 
 
“But Paul – you know what they do to run-away slaves.  I 
could be killed.  And can’t I just say here and help you in 
the prison here?  If possible, I’d really just prefer to stay 
with you, if that’s ok?”   
 
“Onesimus – Tychicus will be with you to ensure your 
safe arrival.  And I will send a letter with you to ensure 
Philemon will receive you now as a brother in Christ.  But 
Onesimus – do you believe God will provide for you?”   
 
From verses 13-14 we learn this lesson this morning from 
the faith of Onesimus.  God is able to help me do the 
right thing…even when it’s hard (v.13-14)  

 

 
Let’s face it – relationships are messy.  Conflict is 
stubborn.  And the pain often goes so deep that it can 
last a lifetime if we allow it.   
 
And when you have broken relationships like this in your 
life that are filled with pain – there will be no restoration to 
that relationship as long as you are unwilling to do the 
hard things.   
 
It’s definitely easier to peace-fake.  It’s definitely easier to 
avoid, to have a watermelon-seed mentality with difficult 
relationships.   
 
You know what I mean when I say a watermelon-seed 
mentality, right?  When the pressure comes down, I get 
out of here!  When things get hard, I run!   
 
But faith is believing the good news of the Gospel so 
much that I’m willing to submit and obey it – no matter 
how I feel.  Onesimus believed that God is able to help 
him do the right thing – even if it meant that he was 
putting his own future into the hands of another person.   
 
So what about you this morning?  God has good news for 
you today – but are you willing to trust your future (and 
the future of your troubled relationship) to God?  Are you 
willing to surrender your own control, your own fears, 
your own “what-ifs” – as you just seek to pursue 
reconciliation and peace with your enemy in a way that 
honors God?   
 
A word of caution here - I believe Onesimus benefited 
greatly from Paul’s counsel in this matter of how to best 
pursue reconciliation with Philemon.  And when you’re 
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living through a broken relationship yourself… it’s helpful 
to get godly counsel from an objective third-party as well.   
 
So this morning, I invite you – if you know you have a 
broken relationship in your life – seek godly counsel.  
And embrace God’s good news for your real life by faith – 
for God is able to help you do the right thing…even when 
it is hard. 
 
Now let’s consider this entire scenario from Philemon and 
Apphia’s perspective.  Here’s where the sacrifice of love 
intersects with real life. 
 

 
 
Paul makes it very clear at the beginning of this letter that 
Philemon was well practiced at loving others.   
 
This couple was no stranger to sacrifice – can you 
imagine the entire church meeting at your home every 
week, like it mentions in verse 2?  
 
In verses 4 & 5 Paul thanks God when he remembers 
Philemon’s love for all the saints, and faith toward the 
Lord Jesus Christ.   
 

In verse 6 Paul notes how Philemon’s faith in Christ is 
effectively compelling him to sacrificially share his 
possessions with others. And this sacrificial expression of 
love is helping others to better know Christ themselves.   
 
In verse 7 again Paul mentions Philemon’s love – 
through which many saints have been refreshed.   
 
But it’s one thing to love others through hospitality and 
ministry and generosity… but then we get to verse 9 … 
where the sacrifice demanded by love becomes very 
personal.   
 
Philemon – duty and obligation are poor motivators 
for reconciliation – so I’m asking you to sacrifice for 
others once more ...for love’s sake. Welcome the 
repentant sinner back into your good graces.   
 
What emotions must have washed over Philemon as he 
recognized Onesimus approaching him alongside 
Tychicus?  And then reading this letter… and accepting 
the one who had so sinned against him … this is only 
possible by the gospel of God.  
 
God is able to help me sacrifice for others again (v. 1-9) 
  
I find this point critical for us today – because many of 
you have been hurt deeply by the sins of others.  And I 
know how my flesh wants to respond after I’ve been so 
deeply hurt.  Shut down.  Withdrawal.  Refuse to ever 
again put myself in a place of vulnerability with that 
person.  They’ve hurt me too deeply, and I must protect 
myself.  I can’t let them hurt me that deeply ever again. 
 
But church – and I want to be gentle and careful in my 
words here – control and self-protection are the fruits of 
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fear.  But perfect love casts off fear – because fear puts 
us in bondage (1 John 4:18).  God has not given his 
children the spirit of fear, but of power, love, and sound 
mind (1 Tim 1:5). 
 
Love necessarily requires sacrifice.  Where there is no 
personal sacrifice, there is no love.  And now that God 
has loved us through the sacrifice of His own Son, we are 
able to truly and effectively love others as well (1 John 
4:19).   
 
Real life was messy and painful for Philemon.  Onesimus 
cost him much heartache, financial loss, and trouble.  His 
sins against him were painful.   
 
The only way Philemon could free his own heart to love 
again is the only way you also will be able to free your 
heart to love the one who has sinned against you again – 
and that is by constantly living in view of the good news 
of God’s undeserved love for you.   
   
Do you remember your own desperation when you cried 
out for God’s mercy?  Child of God – never become so 
sophisticated in your faith as to forget your own childlike 
humility and dependence upon God’s undeserved grace.   
 
God is holy.  And all wrongdoing will someday be forever 
punished. Either in hell’s eternal separation from all that 
is good… or upon the innocent Lamb of God who shed 
His own blood to pay the price of our sins.   
 
Which of us here today would say that we have never 
sinned?   
 

So then why are we so slow to offer again our love to 
those who come in humble repentance to reconcile with 
us? 
 
The fact that this letter is recognized as inspired Scripture 
testifies to the reality that Philemon did in fact extend love 
towards Onesimus here.  And Philemon lived out what he 
believed to be true.  For he believed that God is able to 
help me truly forgive others (v. 15-21) 
 

 
 
There is no wound too deep for God to heal.  
 
True forgiveness responds to repentance with 
reconciliation and restoration of the relationship.   
 
In v 15 & 16 Paul urges Philemon to  
 
“have him back forever, no longer as a bondservant but 
more than a bondservant, as a beloved brother” 
 
In verse 17 he encourages Philemon to  
 
“Receive him as you would receive me” 
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In fact Paul goes so far as to put his own money where 
his mouth is – committing to help pay restitution for the 
financial loss that Onesimus’ sins caused Philemon in 
verses 18-19.   
 
So are you standing ready to forgive the one who has 
sinned against you? If your Onesimus came to you 
seeking reception and restoration with you – coming with 
the fruits of repentance – would you receive and 
welcome them in the promised pardon of forgiveness? 
 
Loved ones – true forgiveness is never easy.  But Christ 
has paid the way so that our sins could be atoned for – 
and we can be at peace again with Him and with each 
other.  To refuse to forgive is only to choose the savage 
slavery of bitterness and resentment  
 
But the transaction of our forgiveness towards others that 
is empowered by God’s forgiveness of us is able to 
transform broken relationships from pain to partnership.  
 
And that is exactly the perspective of the Colossian 
church as they played out their role in this restoration.  
 
For a growing fellowship in a church is not possible 
where there is not an active belief that God is able to 
break down all social barriers (v.22-25). 
 

 
 
In Christ’s church there is not Greek and Jew, 
circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave, 
free; but Christ is all and in all (Col 3:11)! 
 
This is good news for real life!  The church is a place 
where all repenters are welcomed and accepted.  No 
matter whether your past was criminal.  Or perverse.  Or 
painfully harmful to me or others here among us… 
Christ’s church is a partnership – a fellowship if you will – 
of sinners who have been transformed by God’s grace, 
experienced the joys of repentance, and been reconciled 
both to God and to His children in the church.   
 
Loved ones – no matter how deep your current pain 
towards the one who has offended you – pray for their 
repentance.  Pray for them to be humbled so they might 
receive God’s grace, and be restored to full fellowship 
with you in Christ’s church – where all social barriers are 
done away with in Christ.   
 
If you think about this situation between Philemon and 
Onesimus…the Colossian church had a lot at stake with 
how both of these men would respond to each other.  
Everyone knew the public wrongs the local boy 
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Onesimus had done… and so the reconciliation would be 
just as public.   
 
There is something to learn here of the accountability of 
our mutual fellowship together here… for in v. 22 Paul 
wants to make sure that Philemon knows that he’s 
hoping to stop by personally sometime just to make sure 
that he’s received Onesimus according to God’s grace.  
And then he reminds him of the host of witnesses that 
are all affected by his response – Epaphras, Mark, 
Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke.   
 
Church – there is little that sabotages our gospel work in 
our community more than professing believers holding on 
to the sins of others and refusing to forgive and restore 
relationship with one another.  Yet what powerful 
testimony for God’s gospel everytime a broken 
relationship is fully transformed from pain to partnership 
by the power of God’s grace. 
   

 
 
This morning, we’ve been powerfully reminded that God 
is able to make the useless ‘useful’ again.  That God 
is able to help us do the right thing …even when it is 
hard.  So we can trust him…and God is able to help us 
sacrifice for others again in genuine love and 

forgiveness, for God’s grace through Christ breaks 
down all social barriers in His church.  God is able. 
 
Do you believe that this morning?   
 
That’s what we celebrate today in communion.  We come 
to this table together to remember that God has paid for 
our sins and united us together in this fraternity of 
forgiveness through the shed blood and broken body of 
His own son – Jesus Christ. 
 
So as our servers to come forward and prepare to serve 
us with the communion elements, I’d invite you to quietly 
take a moment to pray and prepare your own heart.   
 
Ask God to help you live out your faith in consistent 
application to what you say you believe – especially 
when it comes to the messy and painful parts of your 
broken relationships.  Pray that God would awaken your 
joy to more fully understand all that He has done for you.  
And joyfully repent of any known sin – turn from the 
worthless lies of sin – and find your joyful rest in faith in 
the person and work of Jesus Christ alone.  
 
<<move to floor>> 
 
There’s only one source of our unity together church.  
And it is the finished work of Jesus Christ – the Lamb of 
God – who shed His blood to cover all the sins of all 
those who would believe in Him. 
 
If you do not believe in Jesus Christ for the salvation of 
your sins, we would invite you to just simply observe the 
church as we participate in this symbolic ceremony of our 
common-union with Christ.  For there’s nothing spiritual 
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about this juice or these crackers.  They just represent 
and remind us of Christ’s blood and body.   
 
So there’s no advantage of participating together in the 
symbol if you aren’t first participating together with us by 
your faith in Christ.   
 
And also to help us celebrate our common-union together 
in Christ…as you receive the bread, and then the juice… 
please wait to partake until we can all do so together 
after everyone is served. 
 
Jesus first took bread and gave thanks for it.  I’m going to 
ask _______ to give thanks at this time. 
 
<<wait for congregation to be served>> 
 
the Lord Jesus on the night when he was betrayed took 
bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it, and 
said, “This is my body which is for you. Do this in 
remembrance of me.”  
 
<<eat>> 
 
It is now time for us to drink in remembrance of Christ’s 
redemption.  I’m going to ask _________ to pray for us 
as we take the cup together. 
 
<<wait for congregation to be served>> 
 
In the same way also he took the cup, after supper, 
saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood. Do 
this, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of me.” 
 
<<drink>> 
 

Amen. 
 
Church – there is good news for real life today.  
Christ died and paid the price for our sins, so that 
every one who believes on Christ – might be restored 
into full relationship with God and His family forever 
and ever! 

Let’s sing now the song Jesus Messiah, as we celebrate 
that God became a man to make a way for us to be 
righteous together before His amazing holiness. 
 
Closing Song:  Jesus Messiah 
 
Benediction 
 

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God 
and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all. 

2 Corinthians 13:14 
 
 


