
                                                                

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 Summer is often the time for us to take off on 

vacations, to discover new places; and we often come 

up with ways to make the memories last. Postcards 

have long been a way for people to both remember and 

share their vacations.  

 In the midst of our summer here at church, we are 

going to be visiting some unfamiliar places in most of 

our Bibles. There are four New Testament epistles that 

have the distinction of being so short that they have no 

chapters, just verses. Perhaps the pages of our Bibles 

get stuck together and we flip past them without 

realizing it. Or maybe, because they are so short, we 

think they are unimportant. However, though these 

little postcards are typically studied the least, they are 

important: 1) Because they are God’s inspired Word, 

kept and given to us; but 2) because they have present-

day postmarks as they are aimed at some pretty 

relevant issues.  

 So let’s go on vacation, and vacation means that 

sometimes we do things a little different, get out of our 

normal way, try things that we wouldn’t typically do. 

And it’s no different here. That’s why you might 

notice that we don’t have our typical three lessons to 

read through before the sermon. It’s why you have a 

little booklet inside your worship notes rather than the 

customary sermon notes on the back page. It’s why 

I’m asking you to use it even if you just typically sit 

and listen – Consider it your tour guide. It’s why I’m 

also asking you to open up your pew Bibles or your 

own Bible if you brought it. And it’s why the sermon 

might be a little longer than normal some of these 

weeks, because time doesn’t matter when you are on 

vacation, right? And if any of those requests are 

frightening, remember its vacation, so like camping, 

it’s a whole lot better when you embrace it! 

 Our first postcard is Philemon, and as we turn 

there, we find this letter comes from a familiar source. 

The author is the apostle Paul. He is the writer of 13 

such letters in the New Testament, this being his 

shortest letter by far at only 25 verses. And he 

describes himself as a prisoner of Christ Jesus. Those 

words mark this as one of Paul’s prison epistles, 

written while he was being held in Rome, waiting to 

stand trial before Caesar himself. And though it was 

the Roman government who held him captive in 

chains, Paul made it clear that it was for Christ and to 

his gospel that he was bound. We’re also told that 

Timothy, Paul’s young associate, was with Paul as he 

wrote, and approved of the message being sent. 

 The letter was an accompaniment to Paul’s letter 

to the Colossians – written and sent through the same 

messenger to the same destination. What makes 

Philemon different from Colossians is that while it is 

technically addressed to the whole church, it 

specifically mentions three persons who were 

members of that church: Philemon (who was a pillar 

member of the Colossian church and whose house 

served as the meeting place), Apphia (who was 

probably his wife), and Archippus (who in addition to 

likely being Philemon’s son, was probably serving as 

pastor as Paul calls him a “fellow soldier” here and 

encourages him in Colossians 4:17 to “complete his 

work received in the Lord”). As we get into the body 

of the letter, we will see that the letter is written 

directly to Philemon, but Paul included the others 

because it would be beneficial for them to read it.  

 What makes Philemon different from every other 

letter of the New Testament is the content. Paul didn’t 

write to instruct on doctrine or to battle heresy. This is 

a personal letter – an appeal from one Christian to 

another. And what we will find today is that it shows 

how Christians can behave when serious inter-

personal issues arise; it shows how Christians can live 

and love even when they have been hurt.  

 As this letter opens, we begin by reading the first 7 

verses. As I do that, I’d like you to circle or jot down 

the words which speak to a close, loving environment. 

Read Verses 1-7. Most likely you took note of at least 

a few of these words: Grace, peace, brother, dear 

friend, sister, fellow worker, fellow soldier, 

thankfulness, love, great joy, encouragement, a 

refreshed heart, saints, an understanding of every 

good thing. It is an overly positive picture that is 

related to us through Paul’s words. 

 And the way in which Paul wrote to, and about, the 

church in Colosse isn’t that different than how we 

often speak inside the church. There are some friendly, 

positive words that we often use to describe our 

attitudes and relationships: We speak of being 

Brothers and Sisters in Christ, joined together in the 

Family of Believers; we are part of a Synod, meaning 

that we are united together; We speak of grace and 

peace being ours in abundance; we join together to 

sing songs like “Blest be the Tie that Binds our hearts 
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in Christian love.” When we use those words and sing 

those songs, we claim that the togetherness and joy we 

have in this Christian community is heavenly. 

 But here’s the problem that every one of us knows 

as we speak that way. Sometimes our relationships 

with our fellow Christians aren’t so heavenly. The 

church in Colosse was dealing with that apparent 

discrepancy as well. Despite the beauty of the opening 

words, they couldn’t mask that there was a potential 

people problem brewing inside this church which 

threatened to ruin the happy picture that Paul had 

previously described. 

 It involved three people and one serious issue.  

 The first person was Onesimus - a slave. His name 

actually means “useful”, but he had become “useless” 

to his master after he had run away, most likely 

stealing from him as he made his way to Rome where 

he could better hide among the masses.  

 The second person was Philemon – the slave 

owner. As such, he held the right to both retribution 

and punishment if Onesimus was found and returned. 

 Finally, the third person tied to this situation was 

Paul – the apostle. He was the man in the middle, the 

spiritual guide, the voice of authority. And it is the fact 

that he is a part of this situation that makes things 

interesting.  

 You see, the issue was that after Onesimus had fled 

to Rome, he had amazingly run into this man named 

Paul, certainly not knowing about Paul’s close 

connection to Philemon. Paul and Onesimus struck up 

a relationship and Paul was in the midst of taking 

Onesimus through Bible Basics Course when Paul 

learned about the unlikely connection between 

Onesimus and Philemon. (A small world!) 

 So we aren’t just dealing with a situation involving 

a slave owner, a runaway, and the one who found him. 

We are dealing with a situation involving three 

Christians, two of whom who had wronged each other 

in different ways; and the third was the person who as 

apostle was to look out for both of their goods. 

 And it raised the question: How could Onesimus 

and Philemon possibly ever live in the Colossian 

church together? 

 That is a question we can relate to, isn’t it? We 

often struggle to enjoy the reality of that perfect 

picture of the church that we mentioned before. And it 

is because every one of us is imperfect. That means 

that we will have people problems, even with our 

fellow Christians. They can happen when personalities 

clash. They can arise when opinions take us in 

different directions. They can intrude when business 

between believers goes bad or hurt is caused by sin. 

People problems are real and all of us will encounter 

them in some form or another for some reason or 

another. And they often lead us to declare: “I can’t/I 

won’t live in this church with him or her!”  

 As Paul found himself in the middle of this 

situation that threatened to keep two brothers in Christ 

from enjoying the unity and peace that was meant to 

be theirs, Paul made an appeal.  

 Here, very simply, is what Paul was asking: 

 Of Onesimus, Paul was asking that he willingly 

leave the freedom that he had found in Rome and 

return to the situation that he had run away from; that 

he go back to his owner even if that meant facing the 

music and being punished as Roman law allowed.  

 Of Philemon, Paul was asking that he not just give 

up his legally given rights to retribution and punish-

ment, but that he also be the first to welcome 

Onesimus into the church as a brother.  

 Here’s another way of considering Paul’s appeal. 

Imagine you own a car dealership. One of your high 

level employees manages to get a hold of an auto 

hauler, loads it up with eight of your best vehicles, and 

makes it to New York where he sells them to chop 

shops.  

 But while there, you hear that the employee meets 

a pastor who actually used to serve at your church, and 

he has become a believer and member of the church. 

Now he is in Christian fellowship with you! And 

instead of being told that your former pastor is turning 

him in to the local authorities, you get a letter from that 

pastor saying, “I’m sending your guy back. Please give 

him his old job back, and make him feel welcome at 

your church picnic.”  How much would you balk at 

that suggestion?  

 Yet that is exactly what Paul asked of Onesimus 

and Philemon. How could he make such an appeal? He 

gives the answer in the midst of his words in verse 8-

21:  Read verses 8-21. Paul spoke with absolute 

confidence as he made his appeal, because he knew 

that he was appealing to two men who knew grace! 

Philemon and Onesimus knew the undeserved love 

and goodness that God had given to them through 

Christ. They knew the forgiveness that had erased all 

of their mistakes. They knew that God had changed 

them from slave and master to brothers in faith. Grace 

could allow them to live together in peace and joy! 

 The grace of God provided the motivation, but 

putting the problems which tore them apart would also 

take effort. So Paul also laid out a plan for resolution 

in these verses.  

 First, he appealed to their common Christian 

identity. Onesimus loved Jesus. Philemon loved Jesus. 

They were on the same team. They could work it out! 

This was an important realization for both of them to 

make.  

 Second, Paul offered to make a personal sacrifice 

as the go-between. He offered to pay what was needed 

to make things right. Resolution between two of his 

brothers was more important than what belonged to 

him. 



 Third, he urged both Onesimus and Philemon to 

sacrifice their own rights; Onesimus giving up his 

freedom as he now realized that he could work for the 

Lord no matter what his lot in life was; Philemon 

giving up his right to punish as he was moved to 

forgive as the Lord had forgiven him. Sacrifice could 

allow these men to live together in the church!  

 Of course, the reason that we are looking at this 

postcard today is that Paul’s appeal for resolution was 

not exclusively for Philemon and Onesimus. It has 

been made to every one of us who has ever had people 

problems.  

 But listening to Paul’s appeal and putting his plan 

into action aren’t always easy. Typically, we want to 

assert our rights when people problems arise. We get 

hurt and what do we say? “I have a right to be angry! 

I have a right to get even! I have a right to write him 

off!” Or as we seek to help toward healing, what 

advice do we often give? “It’s probably best to avoid 

them.” “It’s okay to hold onto to that hurt.” “I 

understand if you never want to see them again.” The 

world tells us to assert our rights when we have people 

problems 

 How different is the appeal that we hear from Paul! 

He asks us in those situations to actually sacrifice our 

rights: to give up our right to anger; to give up our right 

to revenge; to give up our right to never forget. Paul 

asks us to do the hard work of being peacemakers; to 

take the first step to make things right, even when it’s 

difficult or distasteful. He urges us to forgive when it 

seems impossible. Sacrificing our rights means 

choosing words that build others up, even when there 

are plenty of things we could say to tear down or blow 

up. Sacrificing our rights can even mean choosing to 

suffer rather than continuing to fight. 

 Why would we ever contemplate putting this 

strategy into practice when we are hurt and 

experiencing people problems? Well, we have 

experienced it! Paul’s appeal does not just come to the 

ears of sinners who know all about people problems, 

his words come to the hearts of saints who know the 

grace of God.  

 And that is made clear in an observation that 

Martin Luther made as he studied the postcard of 

Philemon. It was this: We are Christ’s Onesimus. We 

were once on the run, fleeing not from Philemon but 

from the Almighty God. Our sins made us “Useless” 

as they completely corrupted any work that we might 

do. And God, as the Perfect Judge, held the right to 

punish us for eternity.  

But Jesus Christ came and interceded. He gave his 

blood on the cross to make things right; to take care of 

the damage done. And with that work to hold before 

the Father, Jesus appealed to him on our behalf to 

welcome us back, not as slaves but as sons and heirs. 

Jesus also came to us through his Word and 

encouraged us to return to the Father with full 

confidence and full forgiveness. And how awesome it 

is when we experience the peace and joy of that 

reconciliation. How wonderful it is when we can be 

“Useful” to God and his church.  

As long as we live on this earth, people problems 

will exist. Perhaps they are the reason that you are here 

at 8 while someone else is at 10:30. Perhaps they are 

the reason you are here at Holy Trinity while someone 

else is over at Light of Life. When you experience 

people problems, let go of that desire to assert your 

rights. Instead, be the Christian person who sacrifices 

them. And as you do, you will find the joy of bringing 

God’s peace and forgiveness. Amen.  

 

 


