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‘A Spontaneous Love’. (4) 

We’re continuing our study of Paul’s letter to Philemon, a letter written on behalf of Onesimus who was Philemon’s 
runaway slave. This guy sees a sign in front of a house that says, ‘Talking Dog for Sale.’ He rings the bell and the 
owner tells him the dog is in the backyard. The guy goes into the backyard and sees a black mutt just sitting there. 
‘You talk?’ he asks. ‘Yep,’ the mutt replies. ‘So, what’s your story?’  
 
The mutt looks up and says, ‘Well, I discovered this gift pretty young and I wanted to help the government, so I told 
the CIA about my gift, and in no time they had me jetting from country to country, sitting in rooms with spies and 
world leaders, because no one figured a dog would be eavesdropping. I was one of their most valuable spies eight 
years running. The jetting around really tired me out, and I knew I wasn’t getting any younger and I wanted to settle 
down. So I signed up for a job at the airport to do some undercover security work, mostly wandering near suspicious 
characters and listening in. I uncovered some incredible dealings there and was awarded a batch of medals. Had a 
wife, a mess of puppies, and now I’m just retired.’ The guy is amazed. He goes back in and asks the owner what he 
wants for the dog. The owner says, ‘Ten pounds.’ The guy says, ‘This dog is amazing. Why on earth are you selling 
him so cheaply?’ The owner replies, ‘He’s such a liar. He didn’t do any of that stuff.’  
 
And the point is, there are some old dogs that can learn new tricks and there are some people who can learn a new 
way of life. There are many people whose lives have be turned around and changed by the love of God and now they 
have learned a new way to live. 
 
You see not only did the apostle Paul’s life change when he had an encounter with the Lord Jesus but Onesimus’ life 
changed too. But their lives didn’t just change temporarily, their lives changed for good. And because Paul’s life 
changed so much, he remembered what he preached to the Galatian church in Galatians 6:7 ‘A man reaps what he 
sows.’ 
 
Paul was reaping the benefits of sowing the seeds of love with Onesimus. That’s why Paul says, ‘Onesimus has 
become his son’ in verse 10. That why Paul says, ‘Onesimus is his very heart’ in verse 12. That’s why Paul says, ‘He 
would like to keep Onesimus with him’ in verse 13. That’s why Paul says, ‘He is very dear to him’ in verse 16. And 
that’s why Paul says, ‘If he owes anything, he will pay it back to Philemon’ in verse 19. 
 
And with all that in mind Paul is going to teach us today how our love towards others should be spontaneous. 
Philemon 12-16 ‘I am sending him--who is my very heart--back to you. I would have liked to keep him with me so 
that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. But I did not want to do anything 
without your consent, so that any favour you do will be spontaneous and not forced. Perhaps the reason he was 
separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for good -- no longer as a slave, but better 
than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the 
Lord.’ 
 
Have you had times in your life when you’re talking to someone about Jesus and you think to yourself, why do I 
bother? You know as a preacher I sometimes preach a sermon and wonder if anyone is ever listening to what I’m 
saying. But loved ones, there are going to be times like that, there are going to be times when no one listens to you. 
And there also going to be times when someone will listen and you know they’re listening because their lives are 
reflecting what they have learned. 
 
Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:58 ‘Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give 
yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labour in the Lord is not in vain.’ Who knows 
what can come out of simple talk with someone about Jesus. Who knows if people are listening to what you’re 
saying, but please don’t stop talking about Jesus because Paul says, ‘that your labour in the Lord is not in vain.’ Your 
labour will be rewarded if you fully commit to the Lord’s work, and Paul’s labour was rewarded in the form of 
Onesimus. The seeds that Paul had sown in Onesimus are beginning to show fruit.  
 
There was a little boy went running into his house one day and said, ‘Mummy, there’s a boy in the woods and he’s 
mocking me.’ His mother said, ‘What do you mean?’ He said, ‘I said hello and then he said hello, I asked, who are 
you? And he asked who are you? I said, what is your name and he said what is your name.’ The little boy said to his 
mummy that he got mad and jumped over the face and went into the woods to find him but he wasn’t anywhere. He 
said, ‘I’ll punch you on the head and he said he would punch mine.’ The little boy’s mother said, ‘Son that is just 
your echo, if you had said, ‘I love you, it would have said I love back.’ 
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And the point is, if someone tells you that they hate you, you usually want to hate them back. But if someone tells 
you they love you, you want to do what is right, so that they will continue to love you. You see not only did 
Onesimus accept the love that God had to offer him, but he also had a choice to do the right thing and go back and 
share that love with Philemon. And that’s why Paul says in verse 12 ‘I am sending him--who is my very heart--back 
to you.’ 
 
Now remember Onesimus was a runaway slave and in an Empire with as many as 60 million slaves, there were 
constant fears of a slave revolt. And so when any slave ran away from there master, there were serious consequences, 
the laws against runaways were extremely strict. If you were a runaway slave and you got caught, you could end up 
being crucified, or branded with a red-hot iron on the forehead with the letter ‘F’ for fugitive. 
 
Onesimus was in constant danger of falling into the hands of the slave-catchers and it would have been dangerous to 
have sent him back alone. That’s why Paul says in Colossians 4:7-9 ‘Tychicus will tell you all the news about me. He 
is a dear brother, a faithful minister and fellow servant in the Lord. I am sending him to you for the express purpose 
that you may know about our circumstances and that he may encourage your hearts. He is coming with Onesimus, 
our faithful and dear brother, who is one of you. They will tell you everything that is happening here.’ 
 
Paul was trying to protect Onesimus on his journey by sending Tychicus with him. Paul could have kept Onesimus 
with him, but he respected the civil law in sending him back to Philemon. Paul was doing the right thing and so was 
Onesimus, that’s why he goes on to say in Philemon 13-14 ‘I would have liked to keep him with me so that he could 
take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. But I did not want to do anything without your 
consent, so that any favour you do will be spontaneous and not forced.’ 
 
Paul would have liked Onesimus to stay with him, probably because Onesimus could in effect be Philemon’s minister 
to Paul while he’s in prison. But he chose to freely return Onesimus to Philemon in order that Philemon have the right 
to exercise his choice in this matter. And so again Paul’s actions honoured both Roman law and the right of Philemon 
to make his decision concerning what must be done.  
 
If Philemon’s actions in this matter were done by obedience to a command of Paul, then it wouldn’t have been a 
choice on his part to make a decision to do good to Paul.  And loved ones, that’s a lesson we can all learn, good 
leaders give people options by which they can use their own choice to act.  
 
Paul is basically saying, ‘Listen Philemon, I’ve sent Onesimus back to you but to tell you the truth, it feels like I’m 
cutting my right arm off doing it. I wanted so much to keep him here as a stand in for you, to help me out while I’m 
in this prison for the sake of the gospel.’ 
 
He didn’t want to do anything behind Philemon’s back or make him do a good deed that he hasn’t agreed to. Paul 
wanted to do the right thing, but he wanted to do the right thing by God’s standards not human standards. Human 
standards say, ‘Philemon, have Onesimus put to death, because of what’s he’s done to you.’ God’s standards say, 
Matthew 6:15 ‘If you do not forgive others their sins, your Father will not forgive your sins.’ Human standards say, 
‘Philemon, Onesimus hurt you, so you hurt him back.’ God’s standards say, Luke 6:28 ‘Bless those who curse you. 
Pray for those who hurt you.’ 
 
You see you’re a walking, talking advertisement for your Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. Because the people of the 
world don’t read the Bible, they read your life. And maybe you will get ridiculed for telling the truth all the time, 
maybe you’ll get mocked for having such high standards. But there will be times when you will get praised for 
having those standards. 
 
I remember when I first became a Christian, I was unemployed and I was struggling to put food on my table. A man 
named Frank Meadon, who was the evangelist for the Glenrothes church heard that I was struggling for food and so 
he appeared at my door and spoke to me about it. Now I was saying, ‘no, everything is fine, I’ll survive, I’ll get my 
giro in a week’s time,’ but he insisted on taking me to the supermarket to buy some food for me. When we got to the 
shop, he gave me a trolley and said, ‘fill it up with what you need’. So, we went around the shop and I put a little 
food in it. He said to me, ‘is that it, is that all the food you need!’ and I said, ‘yes, that’s enough’. Do you know what 
he did? He took me all the way back to the entrance of the shop and said, ‘ok, let’s do some food shopping’ and he 
literally filled my trolley to the brim. Now as you can imagine I felt embarrassed because I needed help but then he 
said something to me, which has stuck with me all these years. He said, ‘Mike, I promise you, a time will come when 
you will being doing this for someone else.’ 
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And loved ones, he was right but what has really stuck with me was the fact that he only heard I was in need and he 
didn’t hesitate to help me. He didn’t just say, I’ll be praying for you, His love for me was spontaneous. When you 
hear of someone in need, does your love for them put it off or do you go into autopilot? 
 
There was a worried housewife who sprang to the telephone when it rang and listened with relief to the kindly voice 
in her ear. ‘How are you, darling?’ she said. ‘What kind of a day are you having?’ ‘Oh, mother,’ said the housewife, 
breaking into bitter tears, ‘I’ve had such a bad day. The baby won’t eat and the washing machine broke down. I 
haven’t had a chance to go shopping, and besides, I’ve just sprained my ankle and I have to hobble around. On top of 
that, the house is a mess and I’m supposed to have two couples to dinner tonight.’ 
 
The mother was shocked and was at once all sympathy. ‘Oh, darling,’ she said, ‘sit down, relax, and close your eyes. 
I’ll be over in half an hour. I’ll do your shopping, clean up the house, and cook your dinner for you. I’ll feed the baby 
and I’ll call a repairman I know who’ll be at your house to fix the washing machine promptly. Now stop crying. I’ll 
do everything. In fact, I’ll even call George at the office and tell him he ought to come home and help out for once.’ 
 
‘George?’ said the housewife. ‘Who’s George?’ ‘Why, George! Your husband! Is this 223-1374?’ ‘No, this is 223-
1375.’ ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I guess I have the wrong number.’ There was a short pause and the housewife said, ‘Does this 
mean you’re not coming over?’ 
 
That’s what our love should be like to everyone we meet, spontaneous. It’s the type of love that goes into autopilot, 
it’s the type of love that sees a need and then goes on to help that need. 1 John 3:16-18 ‘This is how we know what 
love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us. And we ought to lay down our lives for our brothers and sisters. If 
anyone has material possessions and sees a brother or sister in need but has no pity on them, how can the love of God 
be in that person? Dear children, let us not love with words or speech but with actions and in truth.’ 
 
It’s the type of love that sees their brother or sister struggling with sin and wants to help them. Galatians 6:1 
‘Brothers and sisters, if someone is caught in a sin, you who live by the Spirit should restore that person gently.’ And 
that’s the type of love Paul is looking for from Philemon, that spontaneous love, that love which still gives you free 
will and isn’t something forced. 
 
You see Paul did the right thing by sending Onesimus back to his master. Onesimus did the right thing by voluntarily 
going back to his master. Philemon now needs to do the right thing by accepting Onesimus back, not because he has 
too, but because it could be a part of God’s plan. 
 
When people leave us, it’s certainly difficult, isn’t it? I know when Funmi and I leave here next year, it’s going to be 
difficult and perhaps people will be asking, why? Why don’t they just stay? Now we may never understand why 
some people make certain decisions in their lives, but we must never forget that sometimes people make these 
decisions because it’s a part of God’s plan. 
 
Now when we think about it, since Onesimus ran way there has been nothing but trouble. Philemon lost his slave 
worker and his asset and it made Onesimus a criminal, possibly subject to the death penalty.  Yet in all of this, Paul 
could see a purpose of God and he wanted Philemon to see that purpose too. That’s why the Paul tells Philemon in 
Philemon 15 ‘Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for 
good.’ 
 
He’s basically saying, ‘Philemon, you’ve heard people say that God works in mysterious ways. Well, it seems to me 
that God is working in an unusual way here. Let me tell you what I see, and perhaps it will make sense to you.’ In 
other words maybe the reason Onesimus left was because God had plans for him. Maybe Onesimus didn’t think he 
was of much use to Philemon, so he would be better off going somewhere else. Maybe he was always restless in 
Philemon’s home and he just wanted to get away. 
 
But whatever God’s plans for him were, he now wants to stay with Philemon for good. Loved ones, Onesimus made a 
wrong choice in running away, but that wrong choice led him to the Gospel. In other words, God can use our wrong 
choices to bring about good, but He doesn’t move us to make wrong choices. Do you remember Joseph? His brothers 
were jealous because of the attention their brother was getting from their father. They threw him in a cistern, slave 
traders went by and his brothers decided to make some money from Joseph. They sold him to the slave traders and 
then they took him to Egypt. And when his brothers went to Egypt a few years later for food because of a famine, 
they didn’t recognize Joseph. 
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Joseph finally reveals himself to them and says in Genesis 45:7 ‘God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a 
remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance.’ Joseph is basically saying, ‘Listen this was all a part 
of God’s plan, to get us all to Egypt.’ You see, there are times when we never see the big picture, we only see what 
we want to see. Jeremiah 29:11 ‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the LORD, ‘plans to prosper you and 
not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’ 
 
You see Joseph’s brothers didn’t know it was part of God’s plan until they met up with him again, but Joseph 
understood what was happening. And so did the apostle Paul, He knew it was for the best that Onesimus returned to 
his master, he knew it was part of God’s plans. 
 
And that’s why he says to Philemon in Philemon 15-16 ‘Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little 
while was that you might have him back for good-- no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He 
is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord.’ The new relationship which 
Paul is discussing here, isn’t about Onesimus no longer being a slave in the legal sense, that wasn’t going to change. 
But it was going to change because Onesimus is now his brother in Christ. 
 
We all know that any person obeying the Gospel of Christ becomes the brother or sister of every other Christian. 
Onesimus’ conversion didn’t free him from his civil duties as a slave but because he obeyed the Gospel that changed 
his relationship with Philemon. Paul said to Philemon, ‘He’s not just your slave now, he’s better than that, he’s better 
than a slave, he’s your brother now.’ Paul says, ‘Listen Onesimus is dear to me but even dearer to you and you’re 
going to see and big change in this man’s life, you’re going to see a dramatic difference in his work for you.’ 
 
And the reason he’s going to see a big dramatic difference is because he’s in Christ now and his whole attitude 
toward his life and toward his master has changed. You see the cross of Jesus Christ is the great equalizer, it makes 
all men equal, because all are saved by the same blood, which was shed at Calvary. That goes for the man who was a 
mass murderer and that goes for the woman who did nothing but good for people. Galatians 3:28 ‘There is neither 
Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.’ 
 
Now Philemon and Onesimus know this but they also know when you become a Christian you need to learn a new 
way of life. You need to learn a whole different attitude towards others, as Philippians 2:5 tells us, ‘Your attitude 
should be the same as that of Christ Jesus.’ You see Onesimus had to learn another new attitude too, the kind of 
attitude that Paul talks about in Ephesians 6:5-8 ‘Slaves, obey your earthly masters with respect and fear, and with 
sincerity of heart, just as you would obey Christ. Obey them not only to win their favour when their eye is on you, but 
like slaves of Christ, doing the will of God from your heart. Serve wholeheartedly, as if you were serving the Lord, 
not men, because you know that the Lord will reward everyone for whatever good he does, whether he is slave or 
free.’ 
 
Onesimus wasn’t going to serve Philemon like he used to, oh no! He’s going to obey Philemon with respect and fear. 
He’s going to serve him with a sincere heart just like he would Christ. He wasn’t going to sneak outside every now 
and then for a break when Philemon wasn’t watching. And the reason he was going to do all these things is because 
he’s not working for Philemon any more, he’s working for Jesus. And the reward he gets from Jesus will far out-
weigh any pay packet he will ever get from Philemon. 
 
I remember when I used to work for the Church of Scotland in an old folks home. And when I was called in for an 
interview with the boss for a full-time job, she explained to me that sometimes she gets angry with people and 
sometimes she will use swearing words. She told me just to ignore her when this happens but should just keep doing 
my job. Well, I went on to tell her that ‘although she may be my boss in that particular home, I don’t work for her, I 
work for my Lord Jesus Christ.’  
 
Now she didn’t have a clue what I was talking about, but the point is that you can really enjoy your work even when 
the boss is really bad. And the reason you can enjoy your work is because you’re working for the Lord. You won’t 
want to take some days off work, pretending you’re ill, you won’t want to take a quick break, when your boss is out. 
You will want to work to the best of your ability because you’re working for the Lord. 
 
You know Christians should really stand out in their work place, because Christians are the ones that should always 
be honest. Christians are the ones who should be trusted to do a job well, even when the boss is out of town. And 
that’s the new Onesimus, who is standing at his master’s door saying, ‘Whatever you say, I will do, I won’t try and 
run away again, I’m here to serve you wholeheartedly, as though I was serving our Lord and Saviour Jesus Himself.’ 
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And don’t think for a moment that Philemon has it all his own way here. He too has some attitudes to remember, 
because Paul goes on to say in Ephesians 6:9 ‘And masters, treat your slaves in the same way. Do not threaten them, 
since you know that he who is both their Master and yours is in heaven, and there is no favouritism with him.’ 
Colossians 4:1 ‘Masters, provide your slaves with what is right and fair, because you know that you also have a 
Master in heaven.’ 
 
In both of those passages there’s a rule that all masters, bosses or people who have others working under them must 
never forget. And that’s this, ‘you too have a master,’ and his Name is Jesus Christ and so Philemon needed to 
remember this attitude. The attitude that says, ‘he’s not to threaten Onesimus’, this attitude that says, ‘God has no 
favourites’. The attitude that says, ‘he has to provide all his slaves with what is right and fair’.  
 
Now remember learning a new way to live isn’t going to happen overnight, it’s going to take time. And I’m sure it 
would have taken a little time for both Onesimus and Philemon to learn this new attitude. But I’m also sure that after 
a period of time, this new attitude would become the normal, it would become spontaneous. 
 
If you’re not a Christian this morning, let me ask you, how did you feel when you had a need and someone met your 
need? I’m sure you may have felt a little embarrassed to ask for help but I’m also sure you would have been so 
grateful because someone took the time to help you out in your time of need. But do you know what your greatest 
need is? 
 
Now you may not be aware of it, but your greatest need is salvation from your sins. You see, we all had that need but 
no one was able to fulfil that need and help us. And so God, moved by His love for His greatest creation, God, moved 
spontaneously to help us out. 
 
Romans 5:6-8 ‘You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely 
will anyone die for a righteous person, though for a good person someone might possibly dare to die. But God 
demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.’ 
 
Notice the words which Paul uses to describe us, powerless, ungodly, sinners. And although we were all powerless, 
ungodly and sinners, God saw a world in need of a Saviour so He sent His Son into the world to die for us. And if 
you’re not a Christian this morning, then please know that this includes you too. He loves you and He died for you, so 
that He could save you from your sins. But He doesn’t just want to save you, He wants to change you too. 
 
A man named Newt Harrison was a member of the Salvation Army and the people who knew him said that it was 
impossible to expect that such a life could ever be changed for the better. Yet when the Harrison of this century, like 
the Peter of old, lifted his great hairy face to heaven and in a loud voice cried, ‘O God, take me as I am. I don’t know 
how to pray, have mercy on me and save me.’ 
 
Jesus touched his life and no one ever saw Newt Harrison drunk again and that’s because his life changed for the 
better, and God can do the same for you. Loved ones, let’s not serve God and love each other because we have too, 
let’s serve God and each other spontaneously out of love.  
 


