Newton NBC

Study on Philemon
Lesson 2

Ice Breaker

How effective do you think the church is in mending broken relationships?  Explain.

Introductory Matters (vv 1-3)

Identification of the originators (v 1a)
Paul began this letter like his other epistles, by identifying the writers, readers, and sending a greeting.  This salutation is unique however because of its brevity.  It is identified that Paul and Timothy are the originators of this letter, however verse 19 indicates that it is Paul who is the actual writer.  Their close teamwork is also seen in the opening remarks of 2 Corinthians, Philippians, Colossians, and Acts 19:22.  Paul’s inclusion of Timothy’s name here is an indication that Timothy and Philemon knew each other well.  

Paul describes himself as a “prisoner of Jesus Christ.”  This is the only instance in the Bible where Paul uses this term to describe himself while introducing his epistle.  Paul normally uses a title appropriate to his position (e.g. “a servant of God,” “an apostle of Jesus Christ,” “…called by the will of God…”) but here he uses this particular title to refer to his situation – that he was indeed a prisoner because of his faith in Christ.  Nevertheless, Paul’s usage could also have a broader meaning – that all of us are prisoners belonging to Christ.  We have been rescued from the bondage of sin to serve no other master but Christ, hence we must do what Christ wants us to do.  

Identification of the Recipients (vv 1b-2)
The recipients are clearly stated as being Philemon, Apphia, Archippus, and the Christians who meet in Philemon’s house.  The name Philemon is only found in this epistle in the whole Bible.  He is referred to as “our dearly beloved, and fellow laborer.”  He is a church leader.  Apphia and Archippus are usually regarded as Philemon’s family members – his wife and son, but there is equal possibility that they are just his fellow-workers in the church.  Archippus is given the title “fellow soldier.”  This is a gracious compliment to this Christian worker.  It implies that he has shown himself an aggressive soldier in the work of God.  The picture we get is that a Christian’s life is a warfare, not only in battling for the faith but in the context of this book, a warfare to live a life which is pleasing to God in every manner.  

The epistle is addressed to “the church in thy house.”  This implies that an assembly of believers met in Philemon’s house signifying Philemon’s wealth.  

Christian Greetings (v 3)
The specific greeting of grace and peace for the recipients are typical of Paul.  This was the standard Christian greeting and are found in most of Paul’s epistles showing the consistency of Paul’s priority when he thinks of his recipients.  Why are grace and peace so important in the life of a Christian?  

The logical order (of grace then peace) preserves the way God works.  Grace produces peace.  These qualities come from both God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  Particularly in the context of Philemon, these two virtues and qualities have a specific relationship.

God’s grace encompasses every area of our Christian walk.  It is the cause of our salvation (Ephesians 2:8,9), its sufficiency helps us to overcome hardship (2 Corinthians 12:9), in every case, we may come to the throne of grace to obtain mercy and grace during times of need (Hebrews 4:16), God abounds grace toward us that we might have an abundance for every work (Ephesians 4:7), it is God’s grace that teaches us to turn away from sin (Titus 2:11,12), wherever sin abounds, grace abounds more (Romans 5:20,21), and we are what we are because of God’s grace (1 Corinthians 15:10).  Grace is the favor or kindness shown without regard to the worth or merit of the person receiving it.  That is why we can be saved – we were wretches, we were blind, but now we see, amazing grace!  God is merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abounding in goodness and truth (Exodus 34:6).  And God freely offers this grace to us allowing us to go to him to receive this grace in time of temptation, trial, sin, &c.  Without grace, we can do nothing.

God’s peace is also a fruit that comes because of belief in Christ.  Every believer ought to have peace.  It is the comfort and encouragement and tranquility of mind and heart which God gives to obedient saints (Colossians 3:15), it is the comfort that Christ gives to his followers when they serve him faithfully (John 14:27, 16:33).  The believer enjoys peace when he casts his care upon God in prayer (Philippians 4:6,7).  Peace is a fruit of the Holy Spirit (Galatians 5:22), and it is enjoyed by believers who allow the Spirit of God to rule their lives.  Peace comes to a person’s heart when he meditates on God’s love and protection (Isaiah 26:12).  One of the “perks” of being a Christian is the peace that comes with it.  A Christian who is without the peace of God is a believer who is either not submitting to God’s will or is living in sin.

Peace among saints is also the desire of God.  Fleshly strife, divisions, hatred, bitterness, unforgiveness, jealousy, and envy grieve the Spirit of God deeply (Ephesians 4:20-32).  If a Christian desires to please God, he must carefully seek to maintain peace among the brethren.  God also admonishes Christians to seek to be at peace with unbelievers.  Hebrews 12:14,15 gives a plan on how to have this peace.

Verse 14 tells us that the first way to have this peace with all men is to pursue it.  In order to pursue it, one can pray for peace (1 Timothy 2:1-2).  To pursue peace also means to work for it.  Psalm 34:14 tells us to “Depart from evil, and do good; seek peace, and pursue it.”  In order to pursue peace, we must work for it by departing from evil and to do good.  The less sanctified we are, the less holy we are, the less peaceable people we are.  Holiness is invariably tied with peace.  When we are holy, it will affect our relationships with others.  

Verse 15 tells us that in pursuing peace, we must also not forget to get God’s grace.  The Greek word for “looking diligently” is episkopountes.  It comes from two words (skopeo, which means to look – from which we get the English words “telescope, microscope, etc; and epi, which is a word for emphasis); it is also the word where we get the English “episcopal”, meaning bishop.  A bishop is too oversee, to look carefully.  The Christian is to look carefully that no man fails God’s grace.  God gives grace in every situation for the Christian to do the right thing.  It is as if we are being told, “Take my grace and be not angry.  You don’t need to be jealous, receive my grace.  You don’t need to be irritated, don’t resist my grace.  You don’t need to bear a grudge, get my grace.  Why do you have such a vengeful spirit?  Get my grace.  You know you need to be reconciled, receive my grace.”  On the way to peace, we must not resist God’s grace, but we must cherish it and receive it gladly.  

When we resist God’s grace, the result is bitterness.  So in order to pursue peace, one must battle bitterness.  The root of bitterness is sin.  Just as a noxious root can grow unseen, and will ultimately bear shoots that will bear forth fruits, so too, does sin, when it is undetected and untreated, it will grow and bear forth evil fruit.  When we reject the grace of God, we turn our backs upon the things that will help us do the right thing.  Our consciences will then be affected, thereby preventing us from having a clear conscience.  When we put away a good conscience, we will shipwreck our faith (1 Timothy 1:19).  We battle bitterness by dying to ourselves (Mark 8:34) and by following Christ’s humility (Philippians 2:5).  

Paul wished both grace and peace upon his readers because he knew their value as well as the intricate relationship between them.  Not only does the grace of God affect the spiritual condition of the believer, by bestowing heavenly peace on him, but also the grace of God is the cause of good relationships between believers.  When this grace is resisted, peace will be a rare commodity to obtain.  In reconciliation, getting God’s grace is a crucial first step to obtaining peace with others.  
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