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Call to Worship 

 

(2 Chronicles 30v5-9) 

 

[5] So they decreed to make a proclamation throughout all Israel, from Beersheba to Dan, 

that the people should come and keep the Passover to the LORD, the God of Israel, at 

Jerusalem, for they had not kept it as often as prescribed. [6] So couriers went throughout 

all Israel and Judah with letters from the king and his princes, as the king had commanded, 

saying,  

 

Background 
 
Imagine that we only observed Communion whenever we felt like it or celebrated Easter  
and Christ’s resurrection only occasionally. 
 
That was the type of casual attitude that the people of Israel had adopted. So, a 
proclamation was made to the people that they should start observing the Passover feast 
each year as God had directed. Couriers were sent throughout the land with this message 
and this is our Call the Worship: 
 

“O people of Israel, return to the LORD, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, that he 

may turn again to the remnant of you who have escaped from the hand of the kings of 

Assyria. [7] Do not be like your fathers and your brothers, who were faithless to the LORD 

God of their fathers, so that he made them a desolation, as you see. [8] Do not now be 

stiff-necked as your fathers were, but yield yourselves to the LORD and come to his 

sanctuary, which he has consecrated forever, and serve the LORD your God, that his fierce 

anger may turn away from you. [9] For if you return to the LORD, your brothers and your 

children will find compassion with their captors and return to this land. For the LORD 

your God is gracious and merciful and will not turn away his face from you, if you 

return to him.”  
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[Preliminary comments to Scripture reading] 
 
Nourished through one letter  

 
The opportunity is still there for you to request a sermon or series of sermons on 

topics of interest following what you wonder about, or worry about or wish for. 

 

For today, we have something special. Do you recognize the expression that “Man 

shall not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God”? 

Well, today we have something that is a cut above bread. We will be having filet 

mignon. Oh, it’s been a long time since I had a piece of . . . . . what did I say? 

 

No. I’ve got that wrong. We will be having Philemon—not filet mignon!   

 

 

The background story 
 

Before a movie comes to the theatres, there are promotional trailers on television. 

They are teasers to get you to go to the theatre to watch the full movie. Trailers give 

you an idea about what you will be seeing. It’s like a preview. 

 

I want to give you a preview of Paul’s letter to Philemon. I’ll give you the story line  

so that, when we read the 25 verses, you’ll better understand why Paul wrote what 

he did. 

 

The apostle Paul is writing this letter from prison to a well-to-do man by the name of 

Philemon. Apparently, Philemon became a follower of Christ through the ministry of 

Paul when he was preaching the gospel in the city of Colossae.  

 

Philemon had a household slave by the name of Onesimus. Onesimus ran away and, 

somehow, came across the apostle Paul while he was imprisoned in the city of Rome. 

This meeting strikes me as being more than coincidental. The city had a population 

that was in excess of a quarter of a million people. I agree with commentators who 

say this is an example of the sovereignty of God that brought the two men together in 

that great population centre. As Christians, we need to stay aware that we experience 

things that are more than just “chance meetings.”    

 

It appears that Onesimus became a follower of Christ during the time he was with 

Paul. Paul benefited greatly from having Onesimus with him but is sending him back 

to his rightful owner, Philemon. 

 

Paul is basically placing before Philemon the need to accept Onesimus—not as a 

runaway slave deserving punishment—but now as a brother in Christ. 
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So, that is the background story. Let’s now see how we might be nourished by these 

25 verses of Paul’s letter to a well-to-do man by the name of Philemon.   

 

[HANDOUT] 
 

We’re handing out a sheet with those verses and there is highlighting and coloured 

text to point out people and repeated themes appearing in the letter. 

 

[READ VERSES] 
 

 
[Main Message]  Reason for looking into Philemon 
 

As I considered where to go as a next stage in Sunday sermons, the book of 

Colossians came to me as something that would be very beneficial. We’ll begin 

looking into that part of God’s word starting in October. 

 

The reason why we will spend time today in Philemon is that this letter from Paul 

names quite a few of the people who will also be named in his letter to the Colossians.  

 

in Philemon in Colossians Both this short, personal letter and the longer one 

to believers in Colossae were written from a prison 

setting. 

 

I think that looking into this short letter will 

enhance our appreciation and understanding of 

what Paul was experiencing as he wrote his letter  

to the church in Colossae. 

 

Have you ever read a portion of the Bible and 

wondered why it is there and what it has to 

contribute? 

 

When I read this book, at times I feel that I am 

reading somebody else’s mail. It’s a personal  

letter and Paul is putting a little bit of pressure  

on Philemon in his appeal on behalf of the slave, 

Onesimus. 

Paul Paul 

Timothy Timothy 

Philemon  

Apphia  

Archippus Archippus 

Onesimus Onesimus 

Aristarchus Aristarchus 

 Tychicus 

Epaphras Epaphras 

Mark Mark 

Demas Demas 

Luke Luke 

 Nympha 

 Justus 

Christ Christ 

 

As I wondered about this letter being part of the word of God—and I do believe that 

it is the word of God—there are some aspects that remind me of other stories and 

situations in the Bible. Let’s look at the letter to Philemon in parallel to three other 

accounts. 
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The account of Onesimus is like the account of Paul’s own life. 

The account of Onesimus is like the parable of the prodigal son. 

The account of Onesimus is like the story of the nation of Israel. 

 

There are many things that we can learn from this letter—more than I will touch 

upon this morning. When I read the letter to Philemon, there is the sense of what  

I have given as a title—the sense of “turn and return.” 

 

 
Turn and Return 
 

We read that this slave Onesimus ran away from his service as a slave in Philemon’s 

household. We don’t know what led him to run away. We don’t know whether he 

sought out Paul. I can’t imagine why he would. It’s hard to conceive how Onesimus 

would come across one of Paul’s companions in such a large city as Rome. You know 

God can arrange those wonderful “coincidences.”  

 

Lynne and I travelled to Brantford on Friday to take care of some necessary personal 

matters. Brantford has a population of over 90,000 people. We had a lunch in a 

favourite Chinese buffet and lo-and-behold, there was a couple there whom we 

know from Simcoe. They had moved to Brantford and were in the restaurant and it 

turned into a special time and meeting that I believe was God-ordained. Then, we 

went to the Canadian Tire store to check out something and lo-and-behold, there was 

another meeting with a Christian man whom we had known from Simcoe who 

actually lives in Brantford. Again, I would say, without a doubt, it was God-ordained. 

Both meetings held something special that we needed in a way that goes beyond 

being coincidental.   

 

So, God caused Onesimus’ path to cross that of Paul. However it happened, the most 

important thing is that Onesimus turned when he became a follower of Christ and 

Paul was then instrumental in having him return to the proper place in Philemon’s 

household. 

 

 

Paul’s “Turn and Return” 
 

The apostle Paul knew what it was to turn and return. He was a most religious man 

but was travelling on a wrong track. He thought that he was right until he met Jesus 

and was brought to face the hatred that he had for followers of Jesus and for Jesus 

Himself. Paul’s was an experience of turning away from the bonds of religious 

legalism and coming to face Christ and the freedom that can be found only in Him. 

 

Paul’s return was a process of undoing of all the harm that he had done. His return 

was a wholehearted commitment to Christ and to the mission which God had 
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assigned to him in sharing Christ with Jews and Gentiles alike. His return was 

forsaking all the privilege that he had once enjoyed and seeing himself as least of all 

the apostles (1 Corinthians 15v9) and a servant of all for the sake of Christ. His return 

was to come back to the God of his people, this time on the right track. 

 

Keep this in mind when we read about Paul’s appeal to Philemon to receive back the 

slave, Onesimus, who had made a mistake by running away. 

 

 

The Prodigal Son’s “Turn and Return” 
 

Then, there is the story of the Prodigal Son as told by Jesus—I won’t read the text. 

We’ll just be reminded about the main points. The younger son of a wealthy man 

demands his inheritance and leaves home. He squanders everything and is 

eventually abased. Recognizing his own weakness and foolishness, he makes the 

journey home. He is repentant and ready to accept even the lowest of positions 

among his father’s workers. In this parable, Jesus tells us about a man who comes to 

his senses, who turns and returns home. 

 

 

The nation of Israel’s “Turn and Return” 

 

This type of story was also the story of the nation of Israel. Perhaps someone has 

counted up the number of times in the Old Testament when God brought the nation 

to a place where it had to repent and turn and return to Him. There are many, many 

times that the people had to “turn and return.” 

 

We chose our call to worship in keeping with this theme. Let me reread some verses 

from that passage of 2 Chronicles: 

 

[8] Do not now be stiff-necked as your fathers were, but yield yourselves to the LORD and 

come to his sanctuary, which he has consecrated forever, and serve the LORD your God, 

that his fierce anger may turn away from you. [9] For if you return to the LORD, your 

brothers and your children will find compassion with their captors and return to this land. 

For the LORD your God is gracious and merciful and will not turn away his face from you, 

if you return to him.” 

 

So we see, in just a few examples from Scripture, this matter of turning and returning. 

This is the account of Onesimus in the letter to Philemon. 

It was the case in Paul’s own life. 

It was an important element in the parable of the Prodigal Son. 

It was a repeated pattern for the nation of Israel. 

 

And then, as one turns and returns, what can be expected? 
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What can be expected? 
 

Well, for Onesimus, we don’t know exactly how Philemon received him back. I think 

that it is safe to assume that he was received back as a brother in Christ. Paul could 

have used his apostolic authority to compel Philemon to be reasonable and kind but 

it was left as an appeal based on Philemon’s character as a follower of Christ. 

 

I would say that Onesimus was received back and became a useful contributor both 

to Philemon’s personal household as well as to the church that met in his house. 

 

What happened to Paul when he returned to worship and serve God as a new 

follower of Jesus Christ? Well, Paul’s life as an apostle and missionary was not easy. 

Nonetheless, in his late years there was a satisfaction and joy that he had served in a 

way that was pleasing to God (Philippians 1v18f). 

 

Then, what was the picture that Jesus painted for us in the story of the Prodigal Son? 

When the young man turned and returned, his father was elated to see him and 

welcomed his son back home. 

 

And what was the experience for the people of Israel when they turned and sought 

to return to God? Time after time after time, when they repented of their sin and 

drew themselves back towards God, He received them. God is no fool that He will 

lower His standards and accept people back on their terms. He sets the standard but 

the Scriptures tell us in so many places that He is compassionate, slow to anger and 

abounding in lovingkindness. But a price has to be paid for sin. 

 

And that is one more element in this letter to Philemon that draws our attention to 

interesting parallels in the passages that we have been considering. 

 

 

Someone paid the price 
 

Before we look at those parallels, we should be clear that the Bible has instructions  

for making restitution when a person steals or destroys something that belongs to 

someone else. I wouldn’t suggest that a person get off “scot free” when there have 

been damages. God is a just god. 

 

But looking into these four accounts—the accounts of Onesimus, of Paul, the Prodigal 

Son and of the nation of Israel, we see the goodness of giving and forgiving. 

 

Paul is willing to pay for whatever loss Philemon experienced during the time that 

Onesimus was away. 
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Paul’s own message was that the record of his debt, my debt and your debt was nailed to  

the cross. We will see that when we look into Colossians chapter 2 later this Fall. 

 

Then there is the parable of the Prodigal Son—what happened? 

 

But the father said to his servants, ‘Bring quickly the best robe, and put it on him, and put 

a ring on his hand, and shoes on his feet. And bring the fattened calf and kill it, and let us 

eat and celebrate. For this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was lost, and is found.’ 

And they began to celebrate. (Luke 15v22-24)  

 

The father received his lost son and actually honoured him. If you dishonoured your 

father and squandered your inheritance, you wouldn’t expect that type of reception, 

would you? 

 

And finally, did someone pay the price for the people of Israel? In the Old Testament, 

again and again for centuries upon centuries, animals were sacrificed to deal with the 

sins of the people. Blood was shed and innocent life was lost. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

So, through the lens of “turn and return,” we have looked at four parallel scenes:  

–  the account of Onesimus 

–  the account of Paul’s own life, 

–  the parable of the Prodigal Son, and 

–  the story of the nation of Israel. 

 

In Paul’s letter to Philemon, we see the aging and imprisoned apostle reflect the 

character of Jesus. He was not worrying about his own circumstances but, rather,  

he looked after the needs of others and was prepared to pay the price. The message 

to Onesimus was that he had to turn and return. And the runaway slave did just that. 

 

To wrap up, here are the significant points: 

 

1. When we do wrong—and in God’s terms, that is called sin—there is the need to 

turn away from what is wrong and return to God. 

 

2. We can expect that, with proper repentance, God will receive us back. 

 

3. We need to appreciate that a price has been paid on our behalf—something has 

been given so that we can be forgiven. 

 

What we are looking at from different angles is the nature of God in His plan for our 

redemption. We have been looking at things that reflect the gracious and compassionate 

nature of our God. 


