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Philem 15-17 – 15 For perhaps he was for this reason separated from you for 

a while, that you would have him back forever, 16 no longer as a slave, but more 

than a slave, a beloved brother, especially to me, but how much more to you, 

both in the flesh and in the Lord.  17 If then you regard me a partner, accept 

him as you would me.  

 

 

The Personal Made Public 

 

Good morning Creekside, I’m Greg Arthur, one of the pastors here.  And I’d like to start with 

a little story that I did not know until recently about New Mexico, the grandest state to know, 

O fair New Mexico, … where I’m from.  It’s a little story of when a personal letter became 

public.  By the way, those are the actual words to the state song, and if those of us from New 

Mexico were more numerous, and if this was a bar on a Saturday night instead of church on 

a Sunday morning, right at this moment, upon hearing those four words ‘O Fair New Mexico,’ 

we’d all break out into song, singing the state song con mucho gusto, so beloved to us is New 

Mexico.  Alright would you all pray with me?  As you can tell I need it. 

 

Anyway, about a personal letter that became public. There is a famous secret telegram.  

During World War I, as the United States maintained neutrality, Germany, and the Austrian 

and Ottoman Empires waged war against the other European powers, France and England, in 

particular.  Fearing that intervention by the United States would tip the scales, Germany made 

a proposal to Mexico!  The proposal was made through this coded secret telegram from Arthur 

Zimmerman of the German Foreign Ministry to their Ambassador to Mexico.  It said, if Mexico 

declares war on the United States, Germany will both ensure Mexico’s victory, and prevail in 

Europe because the United States would be preoccupied.  In exchange, Mexico would get 

three states back, Arizona, Texas, and O Fair New Mexico.  Crazy!  And although the 

Zimmerman telegram was top secret, when it was sent it became public by nature, because 

a sender can’t control what happens to it once it leaves their hand.   So, Zimmerman sent it, 

and the British intercepted it, decoded it, and sent it to the U.S.  And when it went public 

stateside, the American public was so incensed, that the U.S. entered the war three weeks 

later on the side of France and England.  And the Great War that had been fought to a bloody 

stalemate for almost three years, ended in less than a year and a half with Germany 

decimated, all because of a secret telegram made public.  

 

The principle, that a little idea, a little thought, a secret little telegram can have a great impact 

when it becomes public is behind the six-week series we’ve just started entitled ‘The Forgotten 

Letters,’ where we are looking at four short letters that became the one-page books of the 

Bible.  Last week we began with the Letter to Philemon, a personal letter written by the 

Apostle Paul, to a leader of the Colossian church, Philemon, concerning Philemon’s blood 

brother and fugitive slave, Onesimus.  And we looked at it from the point of view of Philemon, 

who received the letter.  The message was entitled ‘The Gospel Made Personal,’ because we 
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could see how the personal letter to Philemon made the gospel personal to his situation and 

changed his life.  Today, we’ll look at it from the point of view of the one who sent it, Paul.  

This message is entitled, ‘The Gospel Made Public,’ because we’ll see the same principle that 

a little idea, a little thought, a little personal note can have a great impact when it becomes 

public.  In particular, we’ll see how this personal letter from Paul caused the gospel, that he 

lived and breathed, to change the world. 

 

And by change the world, I mean how Christ the Redeemer of the whole fallen world, changes 

everything.  His gospel not only changes life to eternal life, but also redeems life in the here 

and now, … which means His gospel fixes what’s wrong in this life, repairs it, restores it, 

renews it, sanctifies it, makes it what it was meant to be, before it was deformed by sin.  His 

redemptive gospel transforms us to be like Him.1  I like how it’s put in the book, The Discipline 

of Grace, that “nothing so motivates us to deal with sin in our lives as does the understanding 

and application of the two truths (of the gospel) -- that our sins are forgiven, and the dominion 

(rule) of sin is broken because of our union with Christ.” 2  As He changes us, our change 

changes the world, reforming societies, renewing families, reviving relationships, repairing 

brokenness, releasing captives, rebuilding “the old waste places” and restoring “the streets 

to dwell in,” as it says in the scriptures,3 establishing His Heavenly Kingdom here in the world. 

 

In other words, Christ’s gospel brings redemption, that great big beautiful word for what only 

Christ can do, which is the remaking right of everything wrong.   

 

 

The Gospel Unleashed 

 

The personal letter to Philemon is essentially about the reality that where Christ’s gospel 

is personally given and personally received, there is redemption.  But there is more 

to it than that.  Although it is just a little personal letter, like Zimmerman’s secret telegram, 

it nevertheless will bring about a more profound impact than even war, for Paul has a more 

explosive message -- the redemptive gospel of Christ Jesus.  And once Paul sends out the 

gospel, that He lives and breathes, in the personal letter to Philemon, he has unleashed it 

into the world.  Here is the crux of the message in Paul’s letter to Philemon:                 

 

Philem 15-17 – 15 For perhaps he was for this reason separated from you for 

a while, that you would have him back forever, 16 no longer as a slave, but more 

than a slave, a beloved brother, especially to me, but how much more to you, 

both in the flesh and in the Lord.  17 If then you regard me a partner, accept 

him as you would me. 

 

What these few lines unleashed is the gospel that in Christ’s Kingdom no one is property of 

someone else.  Instead, Paul applies to a slave, what Jesus taught about His Kingdom, that 

His Kingdom consists of brothers and sisters, that it is a unique kind of family, consisting of 

only a father and his children, that there IS no hierarchy, no masters, no slaves, that everyone 

has the same relationship and standing with God.  In Christ’s Kingdom, in His family, in the 

                                                 
1 2Cor 3:18 
2 Bridges, Jerry, The Discipline of Grace, NavPress Publishing Group, 2006. 
3 Is 58:9-12 
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church of all believers, there is one Father and His children, who are related, not by birth or 

heritage or culture or language or nation or any other way we identify ourselves, but instead 

related by rebirth into His family through faith in Christ.  As the Bible says, 

  

John 1:12-13 – 12 But as many as received Him, to them He gave the right to 

become children of God, to those who believe in His name: 13 who were born, 

not of blood, nor the will of the flesh, nor the will of man, but of God.    

 

There is only God and the children of God in the Kingdom of God.  Therefore, in His royal 

family, toward each other, we can only be brothers and sisters.  And that universal relationship 

to each other in Christ’s Kingdom changes everything.  When applied to a slave, it ends 

slavery.  When applied to the poor, it ends poverty.  When applied to the alien, it ends 

alienation.  When applied to the religious, it ends religion.  When applied to the proud, it ends 

pride.  As the Bible says, in His Kingdom,  

 

Gal 3:28 – 28 There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 

there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 

 

Now Paul wasn’t intending to overturn slavery.  He was simply applying the gospel to 

Philemon’s personal life in a personal letter, appealing to him to “accept (Onesimus) as you 

would accept me,” because now they were all brothers in Christ’s royal family.  Brother No.1, 

Philemon, was a wealthy landowner, saved by faith in Christ, who had the Colossian church 

in his house.  Brother No.2, Onesimus, was both a blood brother and slave of Philemon, who 

fled his servitude, likely wronged Brother No.1, stole from him, and who gets saved by faith 

in Christ, 1,200 miles away, in the company of Brother No.3, the great Apostle Paul, who was 

prisoner under house arrest in Rome, and who sent Onesimus back to home, to appear at 

Philemon’s door with this letter.  And the shot that started the revolution was the simple 

personal appeal in this personal letter to “accept him as you would me.”  You can imagine 

mixture of hope and dread as Paul waits for the letter to get to Philemon, and once there, as 

Onesimus waits outside the door while Philemon ponders what it means to accept him. 

 

It’s no simple request.  Because hidden implicitly in this appeal to “accept him as you would 

accept me,” is the explicit gospel, that in Christ, all are brothers and sisters, equal before 

God, … because all our sins are equally forgiven, … because Christ sacrificed his life to satisfy 

justice for all our sins, … because Christ loved all of us while we were yet sinners.  And hidden 

implicitly in the reason to accept him, that “you would have him back forever,” is the explicit 

gospel that in Christ there is a forever, eternal life without death, … because He is our Savior 

and Lord, who rose from the grave and defeated death, forever. 

 

Therefore, the gospel would require Brother Philemon to forgive Brother Onesimus of 

everything, from the heart, just as Christ has forgiven him.4  And it would require Brother 

Onesimus to trust Christ, the good shepherd, to care for him through this life.5  And it would 

require Brother Paul to lay down for them his life, as Christ “did not come to be served but to 

serve and give His life as a ransom for many.” 6  In other words, this would require all of them 

                                                 
4 Col 3:13, Mark 11:25-26, Matt 18:35 
5 John 10:1-4 
6 Mark 10:45 
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to be brotherly to each other in this life.  It is this personal call to love everyone like Christ 

loves us that unleashed the gospel to overturn slavery. 

 

It seems so obvious now, but at the time one in five in the Roman world were slaves held as 

property, like a chair, or a plow.  The idea that people could be property was not strange 

then, any more than the idea that people have inalienable rights is not strange now.  Then, 

the slave had no rights, could keep no family, could own no property, and had only utility 

value to the owner.  In other words, if they were useful to the owner they might be treated 

well, if not, they could be disposed of like garbage.  They worked in every facet of Roman life, 

from the mines, on ships, on farms, as tutors, often chained together, for their whole lives.  

Fugitives were crucified as a warning.  Sometimes they were killed when their master died.  

It was human brutality and yet not seen as wrong.  Rather, the Empire viewed slavery as a 

necessary part of society.7  The Romans, of course, were not alone.  The idea that people 

could be property has pervaded every culture across the world, since the dawn of human 

history, justified by every reason under the sun – it’s acceptable because slaves are sub-

human, or vanquished enemies, debtors, untouchables, subordinates, devils, created for 

servitude, necessary for society.  Wherever the gospel has not been given and received, there 

was and still is slavery.8   

 

But the gospel applied to the life of one slave in the personal letter to Philemon became the 

gospel unleashed into the entire world that overturns slavery.  For Christ redeems the whole 

fallen world, through the transformation of people to become like Him, as His gospel is given 

and received, person to person, house to house, a personal letter here, a conversation there, 

an act of friendship next door.  For it is as Jesus says, “The Kingdom of God … is like a mustard 

seed, which a man took and put in his garden; and it grew and became a large tree, and the 

birds of the air nested in its branches.” 9  From seed to tree, that is the revolution of the 

gospel unleashed.  

 

 

The Necessity of Giving Away the Gospel 

 

Where the gospel of Christ is personally given and personally received, there is redemption.  

The reverse, in fact, may also be just as true, that for there to be redemption in our lives and 

in the lives of those around us, there must be the giving and receiving of the gospel.  Either 

way, this means the central concern for us that the letter to Philemon brings out has to do 

with the giving and receiving of the gospel, namely: 

 

 Can I receive the gospel when it is personally given to me? 

 

 Can I personally give away the gospel when it is needed? 

 

Now it is the nature of letters that receipt is personal.  And when the message is the gospel 

of Jesus Christ the Redeemer, like it is in the letter to Philemon, if I receive it, it has the power 

to transform my life.  If I receive it, I’ll pray to the Lord to do what I cannot do.  If I receive 

                                                 
7 https://www.ancient.eu/article/629/slavery-in-the-roman-world/;  
8 https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/data/maps/; 45 million slaves in the world today in 2018. 
9 Luke 13:19 

https://www.ancient.eu/article/629/slavery-in-the-roman-world/
https://www.globalslaveryindex.org/2018/data/maps/
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it, it produces in me personal faith in Jesus.  But can I receive the gospel when it is given?  

Do I have the godly qualities of approachability, teachability, and forgiveness in heart, that 

make it possible to receive the gospel when it is personally given to me?  That was the point 

of last week’s look at the Book of Philemon. 

 

But from the other side of it, it is the nature of letters that the sender has gone public.  Receipt 

is personal.  Sending is public.  When you send a letter, it’s no longer yours to do with as you 

please, because it’s not in your control.  In college, I wanted to write a term paper about the 

ghost town of Tyrone, that was owned by the Phelps Dodge Copper Company.  The daughter 

of a Phelps Dodge executive lived in my dorm.  So, I asked her if I could make contact, and 

another executive, a copper mine manager sent me archive photos, and documentation, 

hand-written notes, maps from the 1920’s, and from all that, I put together a paper that got 

me a good-for-me (B+), with a copy sent back to the mine manager.  Six years later, when 

I was just a know-nothing no-name rookie engineer in a high-level legal meeting in a Federal 

water pollution case, as we sat in the copper-mirrored Phelps Dodge tower in Phoenix, under 

the Arizona flag with its copper star in the center, with Washington lawyers wearing their 

copper penny loafers and bowties, … in walks the Vice President for Phelps Dodge, who opens 

his remarks by saying, “Greg, nice report.”  Because, once something is sent, it is public. 

 

When the message sent is the gospel of Jesus Christ the Redeemer, like it is in the letter to 

Philemon, the gospel made public, now out of our control but under God’s control, has the 

power to change the world.  We are to give away the gospel.  And God redeems.  So, a 

question to ask is what makes us more able to personally give the gospel away?  I think there 

are three godly qualities we need in order to give the gospel away. 

 

 

Gracious in Heart Toward Others 

 

The first quality is a gracious heart.  The poet, Maya Angelou, once said, “I’ve learned that 

people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget 

how you made them feel.”  She’s right.  Graciousness involves caring about how I make you 

feel.  And how I make you feel determines whether you will hear what I have to say.  We can 

see from the letter to Philemon, that in order to speak into Philemon’s life, Paul is gracious to 

him in many ways: 

 

Philem 4-10 – (He appreciates him) 4 I thank my God always, making mention 

of you in my prayers, 5 because I hear of your love and of the faith which you 

have toward the Lord Jesus and toward all the saints; 6 and (just like for 

anyone) I pray that the fellowship of your faith may become effective through 

the knowledge of every good thing which is in you for Christ’s sake. (He’s happy 

with him, not grim, not disapproving) 7 For I have come to have much joy and 

comfort in your love, because the hearts of the saints have been refreshed 

through you, brother.  (He respects him as his peer, appealing, not ordering) 8 

Therefore, though I have enough confidence in Christ to order you to do what 

is proper, 9 yet for love’s sake I rather appeal to you – (He doesn’t pull the 

apostle card) since I am such a person as Paul, an ambassador (like you), and 

now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus –  
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And Paul is even more gracious by leaving room for Philemon to figure it out himself.  He 

doesn’t explicitly state the whole gospel, quoting proof texts from the Bible, like a legal brief 

made in a court of law.  Instead, he loves Philemon enough to leave much of it implied, for 

Philemon to find for himself, as he ponders the letter, just what the Lord wants him to do, so 

that Philemon can hear the Lord speak to him with that gracious perfect loving voice of His, 

so that Philemon can feel the Lord move him in his spirit, so that Philemon can experience 

first-hand the sweetness of God’s grace toward him. 

     

Philem 10-14 – 10 I appeal to you for my child Onesimus, whom I have 

begotten in my imprisonment, 11 who formerly was useless to you, but now is 

useful both to you and to me. (He leaves this to be figured out) 12 I have sent 

him back to you in person, that is, sending my very heart, 13 whom I wished to 

keep with me, so that on your behalf he might minister to me in my 

imprisonment for the gospel; (He keeps it personal, not theological) 14 but 

without your consent I did not want to do anything, (He leaves room for his 

appreciation of God) so that your goodness would not be, in effect, by 

compulsion but of your own free will.  

 

Wow, I have a lot to learn here.  Am I gracious like Paul in the giving away of the gospel?  In 

so many ways I’d have to say no.  Perhaps, I don’t have as firm a grasp as I should on how 

much grace Christ extends to me.  Perhaps, I take His grace for granted.  Maybe I need to go 

to the Lord in prayer to fill the void in me, that the Word here reveals, of how I often have an 

agenda to accomplish and not love to give.  To those who have been shut down by the way I 

have brought up the gospel, please let me publicly apologize now.  And where I already know 

to, I will apologize in person.  It’s the old adage, ‘you say what they hear,’ which means no 

matter what you think you said, what they heard is actually what you said to them.  The 

question for me in my endeavors to give away the gospel really is:  Am I gracious toward 

you?  And how did I make you feel?   

 

O Lord, please help me to know Your grace toward me, and create in me a gracious heart, so 

that I can personally give away the gospel when it’s needed. 

 

 

Restrained to Just the Gospel 

 

The second godly quality necessary to be able to personally give away the gospel is restraint.  

It’s not giving advice; it’s not finding fault, it’s not being a busybody.  The Proverbs even say 

meddling in another’s affairs is like grabbing a dog by the ears.10  Instead, speaking into 

someone else’s life is restrained to one thing – the giving away of the gospel, the whole 

gospel, and nothing but the gospel, so help me God.  (Note the restraint in this passage.) 

  

Philem 15-17 – 15 For perhaps he was for this reason he was separated from 

you for a while, that you would have him back forever, 16 no longer as a slave, 

but more than a slave, a beloved brother, especially to me, but how much more 

to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord.  17 If then you regard me a partner, 

accept him as you would me. 

                                                 
10 Prov 26:17 
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Restraint is hard, especially when it has to do with telling someone else what to do.  There’s 

a cautionary tale from back before I was born, when my mom was driving with my dad in the 

passenger seat, and she wanted to give him some advice about driving.  So, without restraint, 

she said, “This is you,” while doing this with the steering wheel.  This is you!  Isn’t that 

perfect?  Don’t we all think this all the time while sizing everyone else up?  Is it not true that 

there is a near constant stream of things we think need to be said to everyone else, for their 

own good, of course?  Out of our fallen natures, we simply love telling others ‘this is you’ and 

what they should do about it.  But I think that has less to do with their good, as it has to do 

with our love of being right.  Which when true, means our motivation to speak into someone 

else’s life is our own glory.  But the right motivation to personally give and receive Christ’s 

gospel has to be His glory as He brings about redemption.  That necessarily restrains our 

message to just the gospel.  As Paul says in another of his letters in the Bible, “I have decided 

to know nothing among you except Christ and Him crucified.”11 

 

And if you don’t believe that, after my mom said ‘this is you,’ she lost control of the car, 

slammed down her foot on the gas, and crashed the car into the front of a church, ending up 

inside two rows in.  O Lord, help me desire your glory and not my own, as I restrain myself 

to just your gospel (and not crash my car into the church).   

 

 

Sacrificing of Yourself 

 

Finally, the third godly quality necessary to be able to personally give away the gospel is self-

sacrifice.  Because Christ gave of Himself, Paul gives of himself to speak into Philemon’s life.  

 

Philem 18-19 – 18 But if he has wronged you or owes you anything, put that 

on my account.  19 I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand, I will repay it 

(not to mention to you that you owe to me even your own self as well). 

 

What am I willing to lose to give away the gospel?  Will I sacrifice my time, my money, my 

goals, my career, my convenience, so that the gospel can be made public?  Do I really believe, 

that where the gospel is personally given and personally received, there is redemption?  O 

Lord, help me to know Your mercy for me, so that I may have mercy and serve others.   

 

 

The Gospel in Nine Words   

 

Where the gospel has been unleashed, and made public, personally given away and personally 

received, there is great redemption.  Thank God for those who have been willing and able 

with the godly qualities it takes to make the gospel public and give it away.  Thank God for 

Brother Paul and his letter to Brother Philemon concerning the forgiveness and reconciliation 

of Brother Onesimus.  Who has been Brother Paul to you, able to speak into your life the 

gospel made public? 

 

In my life, there have been many, but I would like to single out those friends in our old Bible 

study, twenty-five years ago.  If you were here last week, you may remember how the gospel 

                                                 
11 1Cor 2:2 
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was given away to us in the midst of our marriage troubles, during the days when Lori was 

away touring the country as a musician.  We were in trouble, with the world pulling her away 

and my grim disapproval chasing her away.  And while lamenting my troubles in the old Bible 

study, two friends looked up and one said the gospel personally to me in nine words, “when 

she’s home, you should be happy with her,” while the other said, “yep, that’s right.”  And that 

was the turning point, when Christ began the redemption of our lives.  I received the gospel 

in those nine little words and began to be happy with her, handing over my troubles to God 

in prayer, asking Him to fix us, to keep me from bitterness, to make us forgiving.  Those nine 

words said to me may well prove to be the most important nine words ever said to me.  Where 

would we be without the gospel in those nine words?  And now they are the gospel made 

public, the gospel given to you, and who knows what redemption Christ will bring. 

 

Would you pray with me?  

 

 


