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‘The Love Of Obedience.’ (5)  

The last time we were together we saw how the apostle Paul felt about sending his new brother in Christ, Onesimus, 
back to his master Philemon. A very dear friend who had become his son while he was under house arrest. And we 
looked at how Onesimus was doing the right thing by going back to his master but with a whole new attitude towards 
life, his job and his master. And we saw how Philemon would have to remember some new attitudes towards 
Onesimus because he too has a Master in heaven. 
 
And today Paul is going to remind Philemon that love and obedience go together. Let me share with you a few 
reminders about our God. If God had a refrigerator, your picture would be on it. If God had a wallet, your photo 
would be in it. He sends you flowers every spring and a sunrise every morning. When you want to talk, He’ll listen. 
He could live anywhere in the universe but He chose your heart. 
 
What an amazing concept that is, God living in us and people can tell that God lives in us because of our love for 
Him. And that’s what the apostle Paul is going to say today. He’s going to share with us three sure signs, which will 
reflect our obedience to God, three ways of measuring our love for Christ, through our obedience to Christ. 
 
Philemon 17-21 ‘So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. If he has done you any 
wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me. I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand. I will pay it back--not to 
mention that you owe me your very self. I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; 
refresh my heart in Christ. Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I 
ask.’ 
 
Paul has just shared with us the way Christians should love each other and here is the 1st point. ‘We need to respect 
all Christians, as we respect God’. You see when we become a Christian there are certain laws or commands that we 
need to learn, but not only do we need to learn them, we also need to practice them. Paul says to Philemon in 
Philemon 17 ‘So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me.’ 
 
Paul indirectly obligated Philemon to receive Onesimus and remember that Paul and Philemon had previously 
worked together in evangelism as Philemon 1 reminds us. Paul’s now asking Philemon to accept Onesimus as a 
fellow worker as Philemon had accepted Paul. In order to emphasise his request to Philemon, Paul says that he would 
pay for any financial loss that Philemon may have incurred as a result of Onesimus’ departure.  
 
In other words, if Philemon believes that Paul is his brother in Christ. If Philemon truly believes that Paul is his 
partner, when it comes to sharing the Gospel, then he should do what is right. He should welcome Onesimus as if it 
were Paul himself, he should do for Onesimus what he would do for Paul. He should love Onesimus as if he were 
loving Paul himself, he should love Onesimus as if it were Christ Himself. 
 
There was man who parked his car in the street one time and this young boy came up to his car and began to look 
over it because he thought it was an amazing looking car. He asked to the man, ‘Where did you get this car?’ The 
man said, ‘My brother gave it to me.’ The young boy said, ‘My, I wish…’ The man knew that the young boy was 
wishing that he had a car like that, but the young man went on and finished the sentence surprisingly. He said, ‘I wish 
I could be a brother like your brother. I have a crippled brother who cannot get out. I would buy him a car like this 
one.’ 
 
And that was the kind of welcoming Paul was expecting Philemon to give to Onesimus. A welcoming that doesn’t 
think about ‘self’ but others, a welcoming that’s evident in his life and is motivated by love. And the way Philemon 
received Onesimus was going to be clear evidence of his attitude towards Paul and God. And the way we love others, 
is going to be clear evidence of our attitude towards God. 
 
You see if we love Jesus, then we need to love our brothers and sisters in the Lord. But just loving them isn’t enough, 
we need to do something with that love. Matthew 25:40 ‘I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of 
these brothers of mine, you did for me.’ 
 
And so why does love and obedience go together? 1 John 5:3 ‘This is love for God: to obey his commands.’ And 
Jesus himself says in John 14:15 ‘If you love me, you will obey what I command.’ That’s how love and obedience go 
together, because we can’t love God and then ignore His commandments, we just can’t do it. 
 
Philemon had a choice, will he choose to love his God and treat Onesimus like the world would?  
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Or will he choose to love his God and welcome Onesimus back into his household, as his new brother in Christ? 
 
Philemon had to choose the right way to treat Onesimus. He still had to balance his love for Christ with his obedience 
to Christ. You see, we will want to do what Jesus asks us to do, because of what Jesus did for us. And what is one of 
the things Jesus did for you? Well, that’s point number 2. ‘He cancelled our debt’. Philemon 18-19 ‘If he has done 
you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me. I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand. I will pay it back--
not to mention that you owe me your very self.’ 
 
Now many people believe that Onesimus robbed his master before he ran off, but there’s no evidence of that 
happening. And notice that Paul says he’s writing this with his own hand. What he’s doing here is using a legal-type 
bond between himself and Philemon. Paul’s saying I’m going to pay for any debt Onesimus owes, so that there will 
be no obstacles in the way of his appeal. 
 
You see we don’t know what Onesimus done, we don’t know if he was supposed to a job for Philemon but didn’t 
want to do it. We don’t know if he stole something from Philemon so that he could run away to Rome. Maybe 
Philemon had to hire another slave to take Onesimus’ job. We just don’t know, but one thing we do know is that 
Paul’s willing to take on that debt, so that Philemon and Onesimus can have the best start to their new relationship. 
 
And he says to Philemon, ‘You can be sure the debt will get paid because I am writing this letter to you myself.’ Paul 
lays himself out for poor Onesimus, and with all his means pleads his cause with his master. Now why would Paul do 
that? 1 Peter 2:24 ‘He himself bore our sins’ in his body on the cross, so that we might die to sins and live for 
righteousness; ‘by his wounds you have been healed.’ 
 
In other words, even as Christ was willing to pay the price for Paul’s sins, Paul was willing to pay the price for 
Onesimus sins. So Paul wanted the best start for them both but it was going to take genuine repentance on Onesimus’ 
part. And it was going to take genuine forgiveness on Philemon’s part. Paul says, ‘Put it on my account, I will pay 
whatever he owes you.’ 
 
When God demanded payment for our sins, He sent His one and only Son into the world to pay the debt that we owed 
for our sins. And when Jesus was hanging on the cross at Calvary, taking the payment that our sins deserved, He said 
in John 19:30 ‘It is finished.’ In other words, what we owed God has been paid, everything to do with our sin 
problem has been dealt with because Jesus paid the debt. 
 
One day Satan and Jesus were having a conversation. Satan had just come from the Garden in Eden, and he was 
gloating and boasting. ‘Yes, sir, I just caught the world full of people down here. Set me a trap, used bait, I knew they 
couldn’t resist. Got ‘em all!’ ‘What are you going to do with them?’ Jesus asked. Satan replied, ‘Oh, I’m going to 
have fun! I’m going to teach them how to marry and divorce each other, how to hate and abuse each other, how to 
drink, take drugs and curse. I’m going to teach them how to invent guns and bombs and kill each other. I’m really 
going to have fun!’  
  
‘And what will you do when you get done with them?’ Jesus asked. ‘Oh, I’ll kill ‘em,’ Satan glared proudly. ‘How 
much do you want for them?’ Jesus asked. ‘Oh, you don’t want those people. They aren’t any good. Why, you’ll take 
them and they’ll just hate you. They’ll spit on you, curse you and kill you! You don’t want those people!’ ‘How 
much?’ He asked again. Satan looked at Jesus and sneered, ‘All your tears, and all your blood.’ 
 
And that’s what Jesus done for us and that’s why we sing the chorus, ‘He paid a debt’ to remind ourselves of what it 
cost to save us. ‘He paid a debt, He did not owe; I owed a debt, I could not pay; I needed someone to wash my sins 
away. And now I sing a brand new song; ‘Amazing grace!’ Christ Jesus paid the debt that I could never pay.’ And 
when you think about that, His grace truly is amazing. 
 
But Jesus didn’t pay the debt just for the sake of it, He paid the debt because it was a part of God’s amazing grace. 
And because Paul had received this amazing grace and had his debt cleared by God, he knew what it was like to be in 
debt.  
 
Now let me tell you how most people think about this debt. Some people think that they can clear the debt off to God 
themselves by doing good works. You hear people all the time bragging about all their good works. And when people 
find out that you’re a Christian, they delight in telling you what they do in their spare time. 
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They say things like, ‘Oh, I help homeless at the weekends. I give money to children in need, every time it comes on 
television. I work in a charity shop voluntarily.’ But what they’re really trying to tell us is, ‘Well I don’t actually go 
and worship God because I’m a good person and God likes good people.’ Wrong! God doesn’t want good people, He 
wants obedient people. 
 
1 Samuel 15:22 ‘Does the Lord delight in burnt offerings and sacrifices as much as in obeying the Lord? To obey is 
better than sacrifice, and to heed is better than the fat of rams.’ God wants faithful people who are going to put Him 
first in their lives, not just when it suits them, He wants fully committed and obedient people. 
 
Let me tell you about a man, he and his family were devout and God fearing people. He was a very generous man 
who gave to anyone who had a need and he also prayed to God regularly. Now let me ask you, do you think he’s a 
Christian? Do you think because of all those good things he was doing he was is saved? Now in the eyes of the world, 
how many of people would say, ‘yes, he’s a Christian, yes he’s saved’. 
 
Now for those of you who know the Scriptures will know I’m speaking about Cornelius. Acts 10:1-2 ‘At Caesarea 
there was a man named Cornelius, a centurion in what was known as the Italian Regiment. He and all his family were 
devout and God-fearing; he gave generously to those in need and prayed to God regularly’.  
 
Now in the eyes of the world, many people would say, ‘yes, he’s saved, look at all the good deeds he does! Look how 
often he prayed to God!’ Loved ones, I’m not saying that Cornelius wasn’t a good man, but I am saying that he 
wasn’t saved. Now you might ask, ‘Mike, how can you say that?’ Well, I can say that because the Bible says that, 
why would Peter say in Acts 10:48 ‘So he ordered that they be baptized in the name of Jesus Christ.’ 
 
If he was already saved, and already a good man, why would he need to be baptised? He needed to be baptised 
because all his generosity, all his good deeds, all his praying couldn’t deal with his sins. The Lord Himself, 
commanded Paul, Acts 22:16 ‘And now what are you waiting for? Get up, be baptized and wash your sins away, 
calling on his name.’ 
 
You see loved ones, God wants people who recognise that there’s nothing they can do to pay off their debt because 
they know that Jesus paid it all. We don’t get our debt cancelled because of our works, we get your debt cancelled 
because we’re obedient to the Gospel. 
 
And that’s why God wants obedient people, because obedient people understand why they need salvation. They 
understand that they’re sinners, they understand what Paul meant when he says in Romans 3:23 ‘For all have sinned 
and fall short of the glory of God.’ And so because Paul had his debt cancelled through his obedience to the Gospel, 
he was willing to pay off Onesimus’ debt to Philemon. 
 
And Philemon must have heard the words of Jesus ringing in his ears. Matthew 6:12 ‘Forgive us our debts, as we also 
have forgiven our debtors.’ All men are indebted to God, some accept that Jesus paid it for them and some don’t. And 
Paul isn’t bragging or placing any pressure on Philemon when he says in Philemon 19 ‘Not to mention that you owe 
me your very self.’ He’s saying, ‘Remember I was the one who told you about Christ, I was the one who told you that 
your debt has already been paid for you and all you had to do was accept it, and remember how you felt indebted to 
me?’ 
 
This was Paul’s gentle reminder that Philemon was indebted to him for his conversion. Paul had made great sacrifices 
in order to preach the Gospel free of charge to people like Philemon who obeyed in order to receive the free gift of 
God’s grace. Paul’s working on the conscience of Philemon, so that Philemon will deal with Onesimus the way Paul 
dealt with him. 
 
You see there is in a sense, where we’re indebted to the one who brought us to Christ. Now I don’t mean that we owe 
them anything such as money or material goods. But in a sense where we’re indebted with gratitude, we’re thankful 
that they took the time to tell us about Jesus. We’re thankful that they shared the good news about Jesus with us. 
 
Do you remember the person who led you to Christ? I do, it wasn’t the man who baptised me, it was a lady called Jan 
Duncan. I used to work in a computer company and I used to sit next to her every day. I spoke about how drunk I got 
at the weekend and she spoke about Jesus. She wasn’t banging me over the head with a Bible, she was very gentle 
with me and it was clear she was obsessed with Christ. Unknown to me she was planting the seed of Christ in my 
heart, but that seed took several years to grow in my heart. 
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But loved ones, I’ve got to be honest with you, I never once down looked at her feet. Now you might ask, why would 
I even bother to look at her feet? Romans 10:15 ‘How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!’ I’m so 
glad she shared Jesus with me and every time I read that verse, I’m reminded of Jan Duncan. I have a huge amount of 
respect for her and her late husband Pete who mentored me in my early Christian years. And every time I get down or 
despondent, I think of Jan, and it gives me no end of encouragement. 
 
Let me share with you a poem I read the other week, it’s called ‘One talent.’ ‘I have no voice for singing, I cannot 
make a speech, I have no gift for music, I know I cannot teach. I am no good at leading, I cannot organize, and 
anything that I write, would never make a prize. But at roll call in meetings, I always answer ‘here’, when others are 
performing, I lend a listening ear. After the programs over, I praise its every part. My words are not to flatter, I mean 
them from the heart. It seems my only talent, is neither big nor rare, just to listen and encourage, and to fill a vacant 
chair. But all the gifted people, could not so brightly shine, were it not for those who use, a talent such as mine.’ 
 
And that’s what Paul means in Philemon 20 when he says, ‘I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you 
in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ.’ Now remember Paul has already told Philemon that his love has refreshed the 
hearts of the Lord’s people back in Philemon 7 but here Paul makes it personal. 
 
If Philemon did according to what Paul requested, then Paul would be spiritually refreshed. And we know he’s 
talking spiritually because he says refreshed ‘in Christ.’ In other words Paul would be reassured that his labours on 
behalf of Philemon would have produced a Christ-like character. 
 
And that’s the 3rd point I want to share with you this morning, ‘let your actions reflect the Master you have in 
heaven’. Philemon may not have been a great preacher, he may not have been a great song leader, but, ‘he sure can be 
a great encouragement to others’. He can be an encouragement to Paul by being obedient to Paul’s request, Paul says 
in Philemon 20 ‘Refresh my heart in Christ.’ 
 
In other words, Paul says, show me that Christ is still working in you. You see Paul was under house arrest when he 
wrote this letter and being under house arrest can be a very lonely place. But when you’re lonely, you need a pick me 
up from time to time, you need some encouragement from time to time. And I’m not just talking about those who are 
ill, or feeling depressed, but preachers need encouragement too. 
 
Paul, who was very aware of his God, Paul, who was in need of some fellowship, Paul who was the writer of over 
half the New Testament. This same apostle Paul says to Philemon, ‘Hey Philemon, give me some encouragement, 
refresh my heart in Christ.’ 
 
You see there are many ways to encourage each other. You can send a note to someone to tell them you’re praying 
for them. You can tell the teacher that you really enjoyed their Bible lesson. You can simply go up to someone this 
morning and say, ‘it is really good to see you this morning.’ Because when you do these little acts of encouragement, 
you’re going to give some confidence to the one, you’re trying to encourage. So that the one you encouraged, 
becomes the encourager. 
 
And because of Paul’s confidence in Philemon to welcome Onesimus back as he would Paul. Paul goes on to say in 
Philemon 21 ‘Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask.’ Now I 
believe because of what we read back in Philemon 13, that Paul was confident that not only would Philemon set 
Onesimus free, but that Philemon would also send Onesimus to minister to him in prison. Paul says, ‘I know you 
won’t just do as I ask, but I know that you will do even more than I ask.’ 
 
Paul’s letter, full of appeal, was also full of hope. And remember Philemon wasn’t a bad or a harsh man. Paul had 
every reason to expect that Philemon would fulfil his Christian duty and do even more than Paul asked. And the 
reason he would do even more is because Philemon is aware of how much more God has given him. 
 
That’s exactly what our God does for us, He gives us much more than we need. Jesus says in Matthew 7:11 ‘If you, 
then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven 
give good gifts to those who ask him!’ Jesus tells us that He can do even more for us, more than we could ever 
possibly imagine. 
 
Paul says in Romans 5:9 ‘Since we have now been justified by his blood, how much more shall we be saved from 
God’s wrath through him!’ 
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He goes on to say in Romans 5:10 ‘For if, while we were God’s enemies, we were reconciled to him through the 
death of his Son, how much more, having been reconciled, shall we be saved through his life!’ He says in Romans 
5:15 ‘For if the many died by the trespass of the one man, how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by 
the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the many!’ And finally he says in Romans 5:17 ‘For if, by the 
trespass of the one man, death reigned through that one man, how much more will those who receive God’s abundant 
provision of grace and of the gift of righteousness reign in life through the one man, Jesus Christ!’  
 
Loved ones Paul was a blessed man and he understood that and he’s trying to remind Philemon of just how blessed he 
is. He says, ‘Philemon, I know you’ll do what I’m asking you to do, but I also know that you will go the extra mile 
for me and Onesimus’. 
 
The question is, do we understand just how blessed we are? For example, if a brother or sister has a financial need, do 
you wait for others to help them out or do you just go ahead and help them out anyway? What if your neighbour 
needs food, do you wait to ask the church to help them or do you simply just go ahead and get food for them 
yourself? When we have visitors coming into our assembly, do you invite them back to your home for dinner or do 
you leave it to the preacher and his wife because you know they will do that anyway? When it comes to outreach, are 
you eager to serve and reach the lost or do you just leave it to a select few to do it? 
 
Now loved ones if we truly understand how blessed we are, this should motivate us to bless others. Paul knew if 
Philemon understood how blessed he was, this would motivate him to do even more. We can preach, teach, talk and 
text message until we’re blue in the face about how blessed we are. But those blessings we preach, teach, talk and 
text message about, will mean nothing to a brother or sister in Christ who has a financial need if we do nothing.  
 
The blessings we receive will mean nothing to our neighbour who needs food if we just ignore them. Those blessings 
will mean nothing to a visitor who comes into our assembly if we don’t do even more for them by inviting them back 
to our homes for dinner. Those blessings will mean nothing to the lost if all we do is hope that someone else will turn 
up to reach out to them. 
 
Loved ones, let’s not just bless each other and those around us, let’s bless everyone even more than they expect. Let’s 
demonstrate to everyone just how blessed we are through of our love and obedience to Christ.  
 


