Fellowship
Bottom Line: True Christian fellowship involves both speaking into other people’s lives as well as
allowing others to speak into your own.
Read the letter of Philemon.
The letter of Philemon is a short, often overlooked book of the Bible, but it contains some of the most
practical teaching on relationships in the whole Bible. We learn about conflict management,
forgiveness, reconciliation, love, authority, and many other important matters related to relationships.
And one of the most prominent themes throughout the letter is the theme of “fellowship.” Simply put,
“fellowship” is participation in the lives of others. We see the word used in verse 6 where Paul says
that Philemon is “partnered” with him in the faith (or some translations may speak of Philemon
“sharing” in the faith). And again we see it in verse 17 where Paul says, “if you consider me your
‘partner’ receive him as you would receive me.” Paul is encouraging Philemon to receive Onesimus
back based on the shared fellowship that they all have with one another in the Gospel.
How does the Gospel unite us as Christians?
Read Galatians 3:28. What are some distinctions that we make between each other that are
unnecessary? How do you think this verse would have applied to the situation between
Philemon and Onesimus?
Some may read this letter and find themselves in the position of Philemon. Someone has sinned
against you and that person is another believer in Christ. Sometimes offenses from other believers
can be harder to handle and more hurtful than offenses from unbelievers. In Philemon’s case, Paul
encouraged him to look not at what Onesimus did to him, but at who Onesimus was (vv. 15-16).
When someone becomes a believer, they are a new creation (2 Corinthians 5:17). And we should
strive to view other people through that lens.
Romans 12:18 says, “as much as it depends on you, strive to live at peace with everyone.”
According to this verse, what is OUR responsibility when we are not at peace with someone?
Does being “at peace” with someone always mean that the relationship is restored to perfect
harmony and fellowship?
Paul said to Philemon in verse 21: “Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that
you will do even more than I ask.” How can you go above and beyond in your efforts to be at
peace with others? What does going above and beyond look like?
Others of us may read this letter and find ourselves in the position of Onesimus—we’ve hurt
someone and sinned against them. In Onesimus’ case, he stole from Philemon and ran away from
him before he became a believer. It was after Onesimus had ran away that he had an encounter with
Paul, who then shared the gospel with him and Onesimus was converted. After his conversion, Paul
eventually found out about Onesimus’ sin and encouraged him to return to Philemon to make things
right.
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What do we learn from Onesimus’ situation about sins we’ve committed before we were
saved? What does repentance of those sins look like?
If we don’t find ourselves in the position of either Philemon or Onesimus, then perhaps we find
ourselves in the position of Paul. Paul converted Philemon at Ephesus and a strong friendship grew.
Later, Paul converted Onesimus in Rome and an equally strong friendship developed. Then, when
tension arose between Onesimus and Philemon, Paul recognized his unique position to speak to
both sides. He was the occasion for harmony to be found between the two. He acted as a
mediator—a peacemaker—between Philemon and Onesimus.
What responsibility does a Christian have to act as a peacemaker between two other parties?
At what point should a Christian step in when others are having a dispute?
What potential risks did Paul take when he wrote the letter to Philemon appealing for him to
forgive Onesimus? We don’t have any record of whether Philemon actually heeded Paul’s
advice and forgave Onesimus, but what do you think happened?
Regardless of whether Philemon actually forgave Onesimus and listened to Paul or not, what made
this exchange between the three parties possible was the reality of Christian fellowship shared
among them. There was such a strong connection between Onesimus and Paul that Onesimus felt
comfortable confessing his sins to Paul and heeding his advice to repent and return to Philemon.
Likewise, there was such a strong connection between Philemon and Paul that Paul felt confident
enough to ask Philemon to forgive Onesimus and receive him back as not a slave, but as a brother
in the Lord (v. 16.). In both instances, Paul was asking both Philemon and Onesimus to do very hard
things, but Paul knew he could encourage God’s work in both friends, and he acted accordingly.
Without the depth of friendship and fellowship between all three, Paul would not have been able to
speak into the lives of Philemon and Onesimus the way he did, and Philemon and Onesimus
probably wouldn’t have listened to Paul. True Christian fellowship involves both speaking into other
people’s lives as well as allowing others to speak into your own.
Who are you allowing to speak into your life? Whose life are you speaking into? Have you
developed any relationships that allow the kind of communication we see in the book of
Philemon?

Reflection: Read these aloud, using your discretion about which questions should be pondered and
which questions should be discussed.
The reason Paul was able to appeal so strongly to both Onesimus and Philemon was because
of their shared fellowship in the Gospel—all three men were genuine believers in Christ. Are
you a partaker in the Gospel? In other words, are you saved? The depth of affection and
fellowship seen in the letter to Philemon is meant to show us the kind of affection and
fellowship we can have with God through Christ. Do you enjoy true fellowship with God
through Christ?
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Paul didn’t merely ask Philemon to forgive Onesimus and that’s it, he asked Philemon to
receive Onesimus back gladly and with joy. Is there anybody that you say you’ve forgiven,
but still needs your kindness toward them? Is there anybody that you say you’ve forgiven,
but you are still harboring bitterness in your heart towards them? If so, is it true forgiveness
on your part? Would you be willing to bring this matter to the Lord and ask Him to help you
truly forgive this person?
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Acceptance
Bottom Line: By God’s grace, we can all be made useful in God’s plan for the world.
Have you ever done something that you felt completely useless or unable to do? Why did you
feel that way? What about a time where you felt useful and competent? What made you feel
capable and confident?
Our longing for a purpose in life is foundational to who we are as human beings. There is something
deep inside each of us that tells us that we were made for a purpose, that our life has meaning.
Deep pain and depression can come when we feel like our lives are meaningless or that we have
nothing to offer to the world or those that we love. But what we find in Paul’s letter to Philemon is that
through God’s grace any person can be made useful in God’s service, giving them an eternal value,
and eternal meaning, and an immeasurable worth.
With that understanding in mind, read the letter of Philemon.
Philemon’s runaway slave Onesimus had come into contact with Paul while Paul was in prison, and
through Paul’s ministry to him, Onesimus became a Christian. After finding out that Onesimus had
runaway from Philemon, Paul wrote a letter to Philemon explaining that he was sending Onesimus
back to Philemon and that Philemon should receive Onesimus back gladly, no longer as a slave, but
as a Christian brother. In verses 1-7, Paul commended Philemon for his faith, love, and ministry to
other believers. Philemon had been a source of blessing to the church by encouraging and
refreshing the hearts of those he encountered, and the implication of Paul complimenting Philemon
was that Philemon would continue this encouragement by adhering to Paul’s desire for him to be
kind to Onesimus.
What attitudes, actions, and/or words from other believers encourage or refresh you? Read
verse 7 again. In what ways can we encourage or refresh other Christians (try to think of
more than just complimenting them)?
Read Philemon 1:8-11. What change took place in Onesimus? What contrast did Paul make in
his evaluation of Onesimus?
There is a very interesting play on words that Paul uses here. In Greek, the name Onesimus means
“useful.” In verse 11, Paul makes a pun related to the meaning of Onesimus’ name, saying that
Onesimus who was once useless to Philemon had now become useful to both Philemon and Paul.
Onesimus was now truly living up to his namesake.
Read 2 Timothy 2:20-21. In light of this, what was the key factor behind Onesimus’ change
from useless to useful? How do you think Onesimus had become useful to Paul? How might
he now become useful to Philemon?
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What do you lack that you feel limits your usefulness in ministry? Think again about 2
Timothy 2:20-21. Could there be sin in your life that is causing you to lack this quality?
Whose responsibility is it to encourage the church in their usefulness in ministry? What are
some things we can do in our church and in our group to encourage one another?
The evident change in Onesimus was his conversion from being an unbeliever to a believer. With
that, Onesimus obviously had a change of heart and desired to make amends with his former master
Philemon. Both Paul and Philemon were leaders in the early church (remember the church in
Colossae met in Philemon’s house [v. 2]). Now that Onesimus was a Christian, the entire relational
dynamic between Onesimus and Philemon was different—Onesimus wasn’t just a helper to
Philemon in his house, he was now a fellow servant with Philemon in ministry. Onesimus, who was
at one time a disobedient slave and useless to the ministry of God, had now been given a new
meaning, a new purpose, and a new role in the Kingdom of God. By God’s grace, all believers, no
matter our past or even present circumstances, can be made useful in God’s plans.
What are some ways people may unwittingly be excluded from our lives, our group, and our
church because they are seen as having little to contribute? How can we embrace these
people?
What actions can you take this week to affirm others’ usefulness to God?

Reflection: Read these aloud, using your discretion about which questions should be pondered and
which questions should be discussed.
Paul said that Onesimus was once “useless.” Of course, what Paul means is that before
Onesimus was saved, he was useless in the ministry of God. But now that he is a believer, he
has become useful. Apart from a saving faith in Christ, you may be able to do good things in
the name of God, but your labor will have no eternal significance. It is genuine believers that
God uses to the fullest extent. Have you truly been saved? Have you become “useful” to
God?
If you are in Christ, then you have been saved for a purpose, and that purpose is to glorify
God by doing the work of ministry that He has prepared for you to do (Matthew 28:18-20;
Ephesians 2:10; 4:12). How has God gifted you to do the work of ministry? How can you use
the gifts, desires, talents, opportunities, and abilities that God has blessed you with for the
sake of the Gospel? Are you living up to your fullest potential?
Do you feel useless for ministry? Why? Part of the responsibility of the church is to make
disciples, meaning the church’s job is to train people to follow Jesus and do the work of
ministry. Do you need to be equipped as a disciple of Jesus in a discipleship group? Do you
need to be more consistent In your own personal study of the Bible? Or do you merely just
need to be obedient to what you know God has called you to do?
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Finally, is there anybody in your life that you have “written off” as having nothing to
contribute? Do you tend to value people based on what they can offer you? What key truth
from Philemon can you take away to help you repent of this kind of partiality? In keeping with
that repentance, what will you do to be more accepting of others despite what value you think
they offer?

First Baptist Church of New Lebanon, Group Curriculum
Sunday, September 2, 2018

