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“THE ACCIDENTAL TOURIST” 

Philemon 1-25 
 
It’s the time of year for travel for many people.  Lichfield is more than usually thronged by tourists and 

many of you will have become tourist in other parts of the country, other parts of the world.  Of course, 

you’d never describe yourself as a tourist, but that’s what you are.  People travel for all kinds of different 

reasons – some of you have to travel widely for your work, some people travel to discover more about the 

world, some to relax in a place where the weather is more predictable than here in the English Midlands, 

some travel to get simply to get away from work. 

 

The letter we read this morning – the shortest of Paul’s letters that we have preserved in our Bibles – is all 

about someone who travelled to get away from his work.  And in so doing he became a bit of tourist.  The 

person was called Onesimus.  Onesimus didn’t really like his work because he was a slave.  In fact, he 

hated his work so much that he ran away.  His master was a man named Philemon – the recipient of this 

letter – and Philemon was a leading figure in the church at Colosse, someone whom Paul had led to Christ 

and who was the owner not only of Onesimus, but of the home in which the Colossian church met (v2).  

This whole letter raises a number of issues (which we’re not going to deal with in any depth this morning) 

on the subject of slavery.  Why didn’t Paul campaign for slavery to be abolished?  How could a leading 

Christian keep slaves?  Even if he did keep them, why did Onesimus want to leave?  All kinds of stuff has 

been written in response to such questions, but it all boils down to the notion that slavery was such an 

integral part of the social and economic life of the time that to challenge it would have caused even more 

problems for the church than they already had to deal with.  It differed in many ways from the kind of 

slavery we think about, probably, as the slaves weren’t usually people who had been transported from 

their home countries just to be slaves: they were most often people, who had fallen on hard times and who 

sold themselves to others.  And because of the way most of the slaves had come to be in that position, 

emancipation would have meant that many of them simply starved anyway.  Paul does encourage 

Christian slave owners to be humane and considerate in his letter to the Ephesians, which is presumably 

as far as he felt he could go. 

 

But back to Onesimus himself.  Somehow or other on his travels, he has made his way to Rome and come 

into contact with Paul (who was under arrest there) and been led to Christ.  And, as is the way when two 

Christians get together anywhere in the world, they discover they have a mutual acquaintance.  You can 

imagine the exchange between the two of them – not dissimilar in some of its elements from the 

conversations many of you will have had with a stranger over a cup of tea at a church anniversary or 

waiting in a queue at Spring Harvest. 

 

“So, where are you from then, Onesimus?” 



“A place called Colosse, over in Asia Minor.” 

“Oh, I was there once.  I did a mission there.  What do you do there?” 

“Well, actually, I was a slave.  I’m on the run.” 

“Oh dear!  What are you going to do about that now?” 

“Not sure, really.  You see, my master’s one of you Christians - one of us Christians, I suppose I should 

say now.” 

“What’s his name, then?” 

“Oh, it’s a bloke called Philemon.  I don’t suppose you’d know him.” 

“Not the Philemon who has the church meeting at his house?” 

“That’s the one.  Do you know him, then?” 

“ ‘Do I know him?’  I only led him to Christ, didn’t I?  He’s a great bloke.  What on earth did you want to 

run away from him for?” 

“Oh it’s a long story, I’m afraid.  But I think I might see things differently now.  Trouble is, if I go back, 

he’ll make my life a misery.  And, as you know, by law he could have me put to death.” 

“Well, I could actually use someone like you here with me, but maybe you should return to Colosse.  Tell 

you what, would you like me to write to him and smooth the way?” 

 

Presumably, Onesimus did want Paul’s help and the letter he wrote is the one we’ve read this morning.  

Paul writes from Rome to his old friend Philemon with a request for him to receive back his runaway 

slave, who has now become a Christian himself, and offers to stand guarantee for him, even if it involves 

paying any expenses that have been generated by the episode (v18).  And Paul feels bold enough to ask 

this favour on behalf of his new convert because of what he already knows about Philemon. 

 

As with so many of the letters that Paul writes, he begins by telling Philemon just how grateful he is to 

God for him and for his gifts.  Vv4-7 sum that up as Paul mentions how he prays for his friend and gives 

grateful thanks to God for him.  He is especially thankful for his faith and love – “faith in the Lord Jesus 

and love for all the saints.”  (“The saints” here, as elsewhere, refers to the other Christians.)  But not 

only does Paul thank God for Philemon’s good points, he also prays that they will develop. And in vv6,7 

Paul explains what exactly he prays for.  And I believe it applies not only to first century slave owners 

and house church leaders, but to all God’s people who want to be effective for him within their 

communities. 

 

 

1. SHARE YOUR FAITH 

 



The translation of v6 is notoriously difficult to put into good English while preserving the thrust of the 

original Greek.  You can tell that if you have the opportunity to look at more than one version of the 

Bible.  On first reading through this in the NIV, I took the phrase “active in sharing your faith” to be 

about evangelism.  After all, that’s we usually mean by “sharing our faith”, don’t we?  But the word for 

“sharing” here is the word which refers to fellowship (koinonia).  So what Paul is really getting at is that, 

because of the faith which he has in Jesus, Philemon should be putting into practice what he believes by 

sharing with other Christians all the good things that happen to him as he grows in that faith.  J B Phillips 

puts it like this: “I pray that those who share your faith may also share your knowledge of all the good 

things that believing in Jesus Christ can mean for us.” 

 

He’s talking about the fellowship that comes from a shared realisation that it’s great to be a follower of 

Christ.  And as that happens, we grow together into a deeper understanding of all that God has for us to 

enjoy through Jesus.  It’s a real means of encouragement – or should be – for a fellowship of Christ’s 

disciples.  I wonder how true that is of our fellowship together.  Do we encourage each other by sharing 

what God has done for us?  Or is our conversation effectively the same as that of any other group of 

people who get together?  You see, if we talk of nothing other than the plot of Coronation Street, or how 

well the Blues are doing, or where we’ve been for our holidays, then we are no different from anyone 

else.  But if our conversation is peppered with instances of what we have been able to see God doing in 

our lives and in the lives of others, then we are able to encourage one another in our Christian experience. 

 

It’s great, from time to time, to hear the testimonies of how God has transformed the lives of people in 

this congregation – and to hear each week about those little ways in which God has been at work – but 

God is at work in our live all the time, there are always things that we can thank him for.  I’m sure we do 

that in our private prayers, but what a thrill it is to be able to share those things with other Christians.  The 

church that met at Colosse would have been full, as we are here, of people with very different life 

experiences – at any one time there would have been some who were feeling good and some who were 

really going through the mill.  Sharing those things means that we can uphold one another in prayer and 

encourage those who are at the moment having a hard time of it.  It helps us all to see that God is at work, 

even though it may not seem like it in your life at this very moment.  “Be active in sharing your faith.” 

 

 

2. REFRESH EACH OTHER IN LOVE 

 

The next verse also has a variety of translations, and I was rather confused for some time when I was 

younger by the AV version which renders the second part of this verse as “the bowels of the saints are 

refreshed by thee, brother.”  All kinds of unhelpful images flash through one’s mind, I’m sure, when that 



is read!  (A bit like a few moment s ago, when a spelling mistake meant that I would have read “what God 

is doing in our livers” rather than “in our lives”.)  “Bowels” there translates a Greek word meaning 

“entrails”, which was where the ancients believed the seat of the emotions to be.  We still think of it a bit 

like that when we talk of “stomach churning” or “gut wrenching” feelings.  The NIV has used “hearts”, 

which perhaps conveys something more recognisable for us today. 

 

Anyway, Paul refers now to Philemon’s “love”, the agape love which is unselfish and which reaches out 

to others.  Paul himself has felt encouraged and enlivened by it and, again, he encourages Philemon to 

make the most of it.  The greeting at the beginning of the letter reminds us that we are not called to live 

our Christian lives alone, we are not islands, but part of a wider fellowship.  Paul sends greetings from 

himself and Timothy to Philemon and Apphia (probably his wife), Archippus and all the other Christians 

in the church.  And so it is the development of that agape love that is one of the surest signs that Christ is 

really active in a fellowship through his Holy Spirit. 

 

Paul actually asks Philemon to “refresh my heart in Christ” later in the letter (v20); he needs to know his 

fellowship, to be assured of his prayers, to receive encouragement from him.  The word used for 

“refresh” here is a military metaphor.  It refers to rest and sustenance whilst on the march; the 

opportunity to gather one’s strength between battles – a bit like stopping on a long cycle trip to get food 

out of the back of Rachel’s car.  Paul sees Philemon as encouraging the other Christians while they are 

facing the daily pressures of living as Christ wants them to. 

 

It’s not always easy being a follower of Christ: some might feel that it’s never easy. And that’s why we 

really do need to encourage one another as often as we can.  All of us will find our bowels need 

refreshing from time to time as we share the ups and downs of our lives with one another.  If we cannot 

refresh each other as Philemon did for his fellow saints, then there is something sadly wrong with our 

fellowship.  If you are praying for someone, tell them; let them know.  If you can see someone is having a 

hard time, try and encourage them.  And if you’re having a hard time, ask someone else to pray for you; 

seek help. 

 

 

As far as we can tell, Onesimus did return to Colosse and to the care and service of Philemon.  Paul’s 

words obviously had an effect.  There is a strong tradition that Onesimus became Bishop of Ephesus early 

in the second century, although it was quite a common name, so this may not be the same person.  

Whatever the eventual outcome of the story, Paul’s words – inspired, we believe, by the Holy Spirit – still 

have much to teach us today. 

 



I wonder how often you remember the other folks in the fellowship here in your prayers.  And I wonder if 

you thank God for the other Christians whom you know, here and elsewhere.  Why do you thank God for 

them?  What is there about them that gives you cause to thank God?  Is it their love and faith?  Or is it 

something else?  And what do you pray for them?  Do you “share your faith” and “refresh the saints” by 

your love for them?  By and large I think that could be said of this church here.  But there’s always room 

for improvement as we grow together in our love of Christ.  I suspect we won’t have too many runaway 

slaves to deal with, but there are plenty of other situations in which we can exercise our love and faith for 

the glory of God, so let’s keep on trying, with the help of the Holy Spirit, and so fulfil the law of Christ. 


