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Transcript of a sermon on Philemon preached by Mike Simmonds on 4th August 2019 

I was embarking on a project or a plan to immerse myself in the story of Philemon, the one 
page, the one chapter, letter in the New Testament, I was going to read widely, I was going to 
study it and write about it and preach it. I've done some of that, but not as much as I thought I 
might, because everything else crowded in. 


So this morning, I want to share with you another approach, because I've worked a fresh on 
this last week, another approach to this letter of Philemon. 


In a recent presidential address to the General Synod, the Archbishop of New York made this 
important observation about the use of the Bible in today's church. Commenting on 
disagreements, he suggested that the old habits of reading the Bible consistently and 
thoroughly as part of a liturgical pattern, or a pattern of private devotion, have broken down the 
expectations we have a biblical literacy, not only of the laity but of the clergy to would strike 
most earlier generations of Christians as sadly, low. 


A few years ago, I did some work with the Bible Society, precisely because biblical literacy is at 
an all time low. I'd like to hope it's not that in this church, but I don't know. But I do know, for 
example, where I've preached on Philemon before, there has always been someone who said 
to me after the service, I didn't even know that was in the Bible. I know it's little, easily skipped 
past. But if we don't even know that a chapter is in the Bible, then this something of a problem, 
especially today, when quite honestly, there are so many Bibles in the world. 


I've got this is only part of my Bible collection on the screen right now, only a small part. 
Remember, those of you who are my age and older to remember the Living Bible, we used to, I 
remember getting my Living Bible. And it's only available in those days in paperback. And I 
remember I was a rebel in my church, because I brought the Living Bible. And it's, it was big, 
you couldn't miss the fact that I had the Living Bible, you know, with all these editions of the 
Bible, and more because most of my time studying, the Bible is online, on my iPad, or on my 
computer, I don't necessarily open the actual book that often because I'm researching it, I'm 
reading, I'm studying it, meditating on it, from the comfort of my chair, on a device. 


Yet we live in a day with all this available when quite honestly, like this image, the Bible is 
almost chained. There was a day when the Bible was chained to pulpits, you couldn't have one 
of your own, you couldn't take home, the one that was in the church. But even though we have 
so many, it's like it's chained to the shelf. Which is why I found it important to focus my 
attention on the letter to Philemon. 


It is a short letter, so I took an easy option! So I thought! I'm at the stage with this study that I 
would love to do a whole weekend of sessions on Philemon. Friday night, Saturday morning, 
Saturday evening, Sunday morning. So we could really go section by section. I don't have the 
the freedom really to take, an expository approach, verse by verse, but there is so much in 
everything from the statement, 


“Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy, our brother”, 


just that one sentence is a sermon in itself. 


When you look at a two pound coin there is an inscription around the outside it says “standing 
on the shoulders of giants”. It's a quotation from Sir Isaac Newton. We all know Isaac Newton 



from the past, we know how he discovered gravity. You take a two pound coin and it will drop if 
you let it go let go of it, it will drop to the ground because of gravity. He wrote extensively on 
this and other topics that change the way we think and work and science generally today. A 
writer about this in his blog says this phrase ‘standing on the shoulders of giants’ summarises 
his genius. He learned from the people around him, he extended some of their thinking, he 
acknowledged their influence on his own life. 


‘Standing on the shoulders of giants reminded me of those words in Hebrews chapter 12. 


“We're surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders 
and the sin that so easily entangled, let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us 
fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith”. 


So whilst we should be preoccupied, with looking to Jesus and ‘standing on that giant’, we 
have many other examples in Scripture and since.  People whom we can respect and follow 
and build upon their understanding of their success in Christ, Paul himself could say 


“follow my example as I follow Christ”,


he could say  


“join together and following my example brothers and sisters, just as you have us as a model, 
keep your eyes on those who live as we do”, 


extended beyond him and his small band to others in Christ. 


And in this letter, this single page letter, well, to be honest, it does go over two pages in my 
Bible!  But it's just one letter, one chapter in our Bibles. We have before us, the great Apostle 
Paul, on whom so much is built. And yes, we do stand on his shoulders, in so many ways. And 
yet here in this letter, he starts it off,  he's a prisoner of Christ Jesus. What he means is you will 
realise is that he's in prison because of following of Christ Jesus. He's a prisoner in Rome. And 
he's discovered what I describe as a way to ‘sing the Lord song in a strange land’. 


I don't know how you'd feel as a prisoner. I know a colleague, a friend of mine, who is a 
minister of a church and he has ended up in hospital recently. And I've heard stories about how 
being in hospital he's changed the narrative in the ward because of his attitude, and because 
of the sharing of his faith. Here’s Paul, in prison, following that terrible terrible journey he had 
from being a prisoner elsewhere to getting to Rome. And he is there in Rome for at least two 
years sweating it out in prison, waiting, waiting, waiting, I don’t like waiting two minutes, let 
alone two hours, let alone two years waiting. Except he wasn't just waiting. He made the use of 
every opportunity he learns to sing the Lord song in a strange land in a peculiar circumstances. 
You remember back in Psalm 137 when the Israelites were feeling really sorry for themselves, 
they said, they sang 


“By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept when we remembered Zion there on the poplars we 
hung out harps for their our captors asked for us for our songs, our tormentors, demanded 
songs of joy. They said sing us one of the songs of Zion, how can we sing the songs of the 
Lord while in a foreign land?


How indeed. And yet, Paul found a way to use his home, his prison home, to share the 
message of Jesus and people's lives were being changed. People were becoming Christians. 
For two whole years, we read at the end of Acts, following at least two two to three years as a 
prisoner, including that gruelling, dangerous journey to run. 




“Paul stayed there in his own rented house, and welcomed all who came to see him he 
proclaimed the kingdom of God and talks about the Lord Jesus Christ with all boldness and 
without hindrance.”


Take my hat off to him. I really do. It's quite astonishing. This week, we preparing to go on 
holiday this little piles of clothes on the spare bed. Because we want to get on holiday, go next 
weekend. And its easy, as I reflect how easy it is for us, taking a holiday, compared to Paul, 
arriving in Rome and sitting in a house under guard and proclaiming the kingdom of God. I 
can't even do much of that here at home. 


We must remember those who suffer persecution around the world because about one third of 
the world's population suffers from religious persecution, 80% of that being Christians, so 
we're told last month now former foreign secretary and former candidate to be prime minister 
said this :the UK must take a firmer stance on the persecution of Christians around the world. 
The sense of misguided political correctness stopped to standing up for Christians overseas 
must end. At home we all benefit from living in a tolerant diverse society and we should not be 
afraid to promoting those values abroad. It is the sad fact that Christians are the most 
persecuted religious group in modern times. I am determined to show that we are on their 
side’.


Welcome words. We wait to see what happens as a result of such words. Whilst I don't actually 
think anyone's persecuted in Britain. Some people take a different view of that. We do face 
challenges to lifestyle and our values and our way of living, in our theology, of course. And I 
believe this letter provides us an example of how to sing the Lord’s song in this strange land, 
let alone in other parts of the world. 


NT Wright describes this letter in this way, “no part of the New Testament more clearly 
demonstrates integrated Christian thinking and living. It offers a blend of the characteristic of 
Paul of love, wisdom, honour, gentleness, tact, and above all, Christian and human maturity”. 
That's what I want. That's how this letter can help me. 


The Archbishop of York concluded his address, I just read to you the first bit, the final part of it. 
“Scripture is always commentary on Scripture with the arguments never wholly resolved. The 
obscurities hostilities, even the atrocities of Scripture matter because these reflect human 
reality. And it is only in and through them that we discover God's judgement and mercy. 
Without such recognition, we just shouting at one another.” And then is this just an 
educationalist I found really, very challenging. “At a time when educational standards are 
supposedly being driven up. It is sad that the church often chooses to stay in the 
kindergarten”. 


At least this child's reading the Bible (picture), which is a start. To stay in the kindergarten is a 
waste of everything that's possible. Remember, said  to Timothy, 


“continue what you have learned and have become convinced of because you know those 
from whom you learned it, and how from infancy you have known the Holy Scriptures which are 
able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Jesus. All Scripture is inspired or God 
breathed, and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training and righteousness, so 
that the servants of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work”. 


See, he wrote that because he knew it for himself. Remember how he tells us in Acts chapter 
22, he studied under Gamaliel . And how he imbibed in himself the law of his ancestors. Then, 
of course, there was the revelation of Jesus that came to him not just on the road to 
Damascus. But in receiving that message of the gospel, that he impacts through the rest of his 
life. How indebted are we to Paul as a writer, and the model of good learning, and good living 



under the law and the rule of God's. We're indebted to him, not least in this letter. To Paul, who 
learned and taught out of his study of God's law, and his experience of grace, so much more 
you can say about that. 


But Paul is facing a perspective on living in a strange land in a strange situation as a prisoner. 
So the background to this letter is, Paul in prison is preaching the gospel, people are becoming 
Christians. Into this situation, this slave arrives. Astonishing how this slave arrives and is 
welcomed into the home of Paul. And I think he models something here. Paul models here how 
to deal with so many different things being a prisoner, but also dealing with this slavery issue. 
And Onesimus is running from his master Philemon, a Christian citizen of Colossi in modern 
day Turkey. We don't know why. We don't know why Onesimus left home,  probably stolen 
something, fallen out with his master, but he shouldn't have run, he was under obligations and 
threat of his own life to be a runaway slave. Neither do we know how he found his way in to 
Paul’s home. 


He’s sitting listening and learning at the feet of the great apostle.I can imagine him though 
hanging on to every word and discovering some of the great truths that Paul wrote to the 
Romans to the Colossians,  to the Ephesians, I can imagine that he would have discovered that 
Jesus died for his sins, was raised to live to give him new life eternal life. I can imagine he must 
have heard about freedom in Christ, and that would have resonated, wouldn't it he a slave, to 
be free, to be free, free from Satan, free from condemnation? And yes, whether said directly or 
not implicitly or not free as a brother in Christ to everyone, including Philemon, because that's 
what this letter tells us. 


So this slave, his heart is changed. His life is turned around, he becomes a follower of Jesus. 
He is part of the church in Rome, in Paul's home, welcomed. He actually starts to serve Paul, I 
think that's remarkable. The slave becomes a servant. Suddenly, the tasks that he had fulfilled 
back in Colossi take on a whole new meaning, as he not just serves Paul, but serves Christ. 


And yet, can you imagine him arriving? A runaway slave. Imagine that he hasn’t had a bath, his 
clothes are ragged, who's been running and walking and traveling for so long? You might be 
might be tempted to sort of say, well, don't come in here. I then you discover he’s a slave and 
he's a runaway slave, you might think, you know, this is not the kind of person we want in our 
building. He’s not right for this meeting. It's not right to come and hear Paul. We need to get 
more first we need to take him down to the baths, wash him, give him some new clothes, and 
then bring him in. It just challenges me because I don't know how you feel. I was gonna say, 
I've got my notes. Everyone who comes through these church doors, because they can't just 
now, everyone who comes down the side and comes in through those doors. How welcome 
would they be most of the people out there from our perspective as Bible believing Christians, 
there's something about them that doesn't fit with our morality, our ethics, our thinking, our 
standards, our theology. And they should be welcome, as welcome as the person who's sitting 
next to you beside in front of you, behind you. And treated exactly the same way. Even if their 
lifestyle is so far removed, even if they smell! There's a lot about that, in the letter to James,  
how we treat the stranger? Paul would never reject this slave, he was welcomed in and through  
that welcome became a Christian, part of the community. 


Paul could write to Philemon and say 


“formerly he was useless to you” even as a slave. “But now he has become useful to both you 
and me.”


It’s a play onOnesimus name, the name means ‘useful’. But he's changed. Paul could I would 
like to keep him with me, so that he could take your place in helping me while I'm in chains for 
the gospel. That was his love. That's his desire, his hope, but he needed to send him back. We 



might think this is slightly odd behaviour in the 21st century, because we have a thing against 
slavery, we should have a thing against slavery, we should have a thing against modern day 
slavery because it's not eradicated. So it seems strange that Paul would help set this young 
man free or old man, who knows what his age is, free from sin, give them a new life be able to 
describe him as a brother in Christ and yet still decide he has to send him back to his master. 
What, I believe  is happening here is that Paul is recognising the change that has come about 
in this man's life. He's celebrating it. He's benefiting from it. But he's under a legal obligation, 
as well as a cultural obligation to return him to his master, a fellow Christian, hence the call on 
Philemon, the slave owner, to receive him back in a different way. 


Wayne Jackson, theologian wrote this ‘the book is unique for its social impact that it has 
exercised It has been said that no document in the history of the world has so altered 
humanity's attitude towards the institution of slavery, as has this letter Paul urged Philemon to 
receive Onesimus, no longer as a slave, but more than a slave as a brother, beloved, when a 
man treats others as beloved kinsmen, the master owner relationship fades into oblivion, 
regardless of the legal sanction. This calibre of Christian leaven was precisely that which 
eventually called for formal emancipation’. 


So I don't know we don't know whether Paul was primarily opposed to slavery. Sometimes 
when you read in the New Testament, you wonder, but you have to put that alongside this little 
letter, which is why it's there. Because this letter shows us that Paul is absolutely clear as slave 
in Christ is no longer a slave. He's a brother in Christ. So he didn't start a campaign against 
slavery at the time. But with his gentle subversive activity around this area in this way, he set 
the scene for others to be challenged, like Wilberforce, and the abolition of slavery movements. 


They said of, “Abraham Lincoln that he could have showered, being showered with bouquets, 
if he'd acquisitions to the demands of slave owners. But instead, he chose to plant the seeds 
of freedom for everyone. And in so doing doing became a leader for all time’. 


So here we have a mandate for recognising the radical change that happens when someone 
becomes a Christian, whether their a slave or not, 


“perhaps the reason he was separated from us as Paul, for a little while was the you might 
have been back forever, no longer as a slave, but better than a slave as a brother”. 


And yet, he still did the right thing. So his integrity was crystal clear. Whilst his loyalty to 
Philemon intact. So the letter begins with the theme of partnership, Paul, and Philemon, in 
partnership. He says, 


“I pray that your partnership with us in the faith may be effective in deepening your 
understanding of every good thing we share in Christ Jesus. 


And the implication is this good thing is going to be standing in front of you with this letter. Your 
new brother in Christ, no longer as slave. 


Paul is makes it clear he could command this. No, he appeals. He appeals to him on the basis 
of love. 


It's not quite the same. That I find that in many situations as a chair of governors, in the 
different schools that I have some responsibility for, be very easy when sitting with the head 
teachers that you should do this, or that or not. That in a meeting to tell the Board of Governors 
No, don't that, no, not now, not doing that. This is what we're going to do. I wouldn't last in the 
chair very long if I tried that you can be sure. But it's about influence. It's about steering 
conversation. It's about putting ideas into people's minds. It's about answering questions, very 



much what we call to their coaching model. They also have to recognise that a nod or a smile 
or frown or an unwise word has far more authority because of who I am. I can't get my head 
around that because I'm just me. But that's how people see me. Not to be abused, or misused 
but to be treated really carefully. That's the dilemma that I live with, during term time. Right now 
it's easier. Paul dilemma to, he could command or he could appeal he could start an 
international campaign to undermine slavery. Or he could appeal and show the difference that 
Christ makes, one person by one person. Question John Piper puts it like this “was not what is 
the safest thing to do, not what is the best to do what is but rather, what is the right thing to 
do”.  Paul decided the right thing to do the Christian thing to do, the thing to do with integrity 
was to work within the law and not to break the law. He had every reason to hope that 
Philemon would treat his slave with generosity. He didn't know for sure. He couldn't know for 
sure. 


So this letter has been described as ‘a brilliant affirmation of Christian ethics in a strange land’. 
In a world where there are so many things that we want to challenge. See Paul began to 
change the prevailing narrative, appealing to Philemon as a partner to recognise the change in 
the former slave -  useful is coming home. Not just as a slave, but useful as a brother, useful as 
a brother in Christ. At the end of a film called the Good Lie, I saw this come up on the screen, I 
thought was amazing. ‘If you want to go fast, go alone, if you want to go far go together’. I 
think that's what's going on here. Paul is saying I want to go far with you Philemon. Philemon 
you need to go far with Onesimus, because of Jesus and the difference that he makes. Paul is  
operating with integrity at all times. And I call that subversive modeling. And we need to learn 
some of that in our culture and in our society, Tom Wright it puts it, “Paul puts a time bomb 
against the institution of slavery in his letter, effectively pleading with Philemon to treat 
Onesimus as fully human. 


One of the things I'm doing at the moment is I’ve just read through Ezra, and I'm just finishing 
the Book of Esther. And both those books sort of reveal the same ideas. Ezra is faced with 
tremendous odds and approaches the godless King and gains permission, way beyond his and 
human expectations. Later on, he would write 


“because the hand of my of the Lord, my God was on me, I took courage and gathered leaders 
from Israel to go up with me to Jerusalem”,


and he led them out of out of exile into back into their capital city, Esther, in the strangest of 
personal circumstances, is told 

“who knows, but the you have come to row position for such a time as this”. 


And what she did paved the way to avoid a planned holocaust of the Jews, people in a place, 
making a difference, modelling subversity, challenging the system, one person by one person, 
one situation by one situation.


I think in some ways, in my own personal context of education, this is summed up by the  
words of Malala, amazing young woman: “one child, one teacher, one book, one pen, can 
change the world.” Its that simple? Yes, it is that simple. Could change the world around us, 
begin to make a change in the wider world, begin to make a change in the bigger world, as we 
find in the life of Onesimus  through Ezra, through Esther and not least, the apostle Paul.  


In the last two months, one of my projects has been to discover how an idea that began about 
40 years ago, not by me, but by a Christian educationalist to discover how much impact that 
that approach has had in recent years. And what I've discovered is that the impact of What if  
Learning which enables teachers to develop a pedagogy that is based around Christian 
understanding of values, it’s had an enormous impact that nobody could have guessed. So I  
had to go meet with the three top people in the Church of England Education Office. I didn't 



expect what I found. All three of them, testified categorically, that What if Learning, this 
approach, this pedagogical approach, Christian approach to education, had a foundational and 
transformational impact on themselves. Then it,  has they’ve gone on to impact everything that 
they have been developing over the last five years, that has radically changed and given 
authority, if you like, opportunity for church schools, Church of England schools in particular, to 
be more deeply Christian and serve the common good. I discovered by talking to teachers, and 
head teachers that there are some who have found faith and attending church now as a result 
of discovering this approach to teaching and learning. I found that children are learning in a 
way that is not so materialistically  objectified, but is enabling them to have a greater I 
compassionate, or hospitality  attitude, through the ways in which they're being taught. And 
then there was this one amazing thing that I was told. It can't be proved. But in the week, the 
new,  the current chief Ofsted Inspector, Amanda Spelman, in the week that she took up post, 
she was had a conversation around the new Church of England Vision. Later that week, or the 
week after, she gave a speech that wasn't quoting it, but was talking about broadening the 
perspective of the curriculum that has ended up with a brand new Ofsted framework that starts 
in September, that is less focused on data outcomes, tests. It's still there but less focused on 
that and more about the quality and breadth of teaching and learning.  It is possibly then an 
impact going back to this What if Learning approach through these people, that has had an 
impact on the way in which the secular authorities, if you like, have developed how we look at 
education in the in the future. It is quite stunning and amazing what one person can do, and 
then two, and then three, and then four, I’ve run out of fingers. And so it goes on. 


But we come to the end of the letter, because time, time is gone. But at the end of the letter it 
leaves us like a novel without an outcome, very unsatisfactory. I like my novels to finish the 
story. I read one when we were away for a few days a couple of weeks ago and read one 
downloaded on my kindle I'm ready. It got to the end of that and was unfinished, invited me 
download the next one! I had to do that. So I downloaded that one and I read that, fortunately 
there were very cheap £1.99,  downloaded the next one. Got to the end of that one. And they 
said you needed the third in the series. So I download the third one to get the whole story - 
that's really irritating. Philemon - what happened? 


What happened to Onesimus? Did he go? Did he run away on the way back? Did he get back? 
Was he beaten? Was he whipped? Was he branded? Was he murdered? Could have been any 
of those things? We know that didn't happen. He must have been welcomed back as a brother 
because he's very likely, that in later life, he was a bishop in the church. The history books tell 
us some of that. 


I think the reason it's like a soap opera with no other episode to follow to tell you what comes 
next is because it leaves you hanging to put yourself and immerse yourself in the story. What 
happens next for you? And me, as we take up the challenge of this story? What is the situation 
that you're facing that you need to work out subversively for God? How can you be an 
influence for good in a difficult set of situations or circumstances? How can you model the 
grace of God in a relationship? 


My wife went to the dentist this week. Never a pleasant experiences, sorry if you are a dentist 
but she doesn't like it! And the receptionist got talking to her for some reason, told her that her 
boss was a very religious woman. And one of the things she's amazing at, is when somebody 
is too poor, to pay the NHS charges. She pays it herself. And she encourages her staff not 
necessarily to spend, because there are big three bands in the NHS, dentistry, the top one is 
£269, I know because I'm waiting for the treatment to be finished so a lot of money. Sometimes 
she pays it, it seems. But she encourages the staff to think about where can you give a fiver? 
Where do you give £10  to help somebody else? It’s that simple in some respects. 




Or as a theologian called Angela Tilby wrote: “as we pursue our daily calling, we reflect on what 
might qualify us to be agents of God's will. First will be readiness to be instructed in the faith, 
to dig deeper into the Bible and into the collective experience of the church. Then second 
comes a willingness to offer ourselves generously to God letting our time and talents be used 
for his purposes”. 

She might have been describing Paul. She wasn't but she could have done. I wonder if that 
describes you? And how much that might describe me as we learn to sing the song of the Lord 
song in this quite strange land. 
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