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“And I have sent him back to you in person, that is,
sending my very heart, whom I wished to keep with me,
that in your behalf he might minister to me in my
imprisonment for the gospel; but without your consent
I did not want to do anything, that your goodness
should not be as it were by compulsion, but of your own

freewill. For perhaps he was for this reason parted from
you for a while, that you should have him back forever,
no longer as a slave, but more than a slave, a beloved
brother, especially to me, but how much more to you,
both in the flesh and in the Lord” (vv. 12-16).

A missionary in Africa told of a rite he ob-
served among a tribe. Two men wanted to take
upon themselves what they called the “brother
rite.” To do this they sat face to face, with legs
crossed, holding in their legs instruments of
war. A sheep or goat was killed, its heart was
roasted, and each took half. They cut a vein and
allowed blood to be caught and rubbed on a
similar wound of the other. This rite signified
that henceforth they were halves, or parts, of the
other. Each through his own blood was absorbed
into the other. From then on if either should be in
any trouble, the other was to think, “It is myself
that is in trouble,” and do whatever he could to
assist the other.

What a good illustration of the beauty and
blessings of brotherly fellowship! In Christ we
become a part of one another. This is the princi-
ple stressed by Christ (Matthew 25:40). This
wonderful fellowship isabond drawingus closer
than flesh and blood (Matthew 10:34-39). This
wonderful fellowship is a union of heart, soul,

goals, and dreams. This marvelous fellowship is
open to all and will unite all in a perfect “one-
ness” with Christ (cf. Ephesians 2:21, 22;
1 Corinthians 12:27).

This marvelous fellowship in the New Testa-
ment church was a trait that distinguished it
early in its history.

The heathen are wont to exclaim with wonder, “See
how these Christians love one another!” for they
[the heathen] hate one another; “and how they are
ready to die for one another!” for they [the heathen]
are more ready to kill one another.!

The fellowship associations of the early Chris-
tians presented radical changes in the usual prac-
tices of that time (cf. Galatians 3:28, 29; Colos-
sians 3:10, 11).

The present paragraph provides a good illus-
tration of the radical nature of this brotherly
fellowship. A Jewish scholar is writing to a Gen-
tile businessman and pleading the cause of a
runaway slave? Ordinarily, these three would
have had no unnecessary contact with one an-
other, but now, because of brotherly fellowship
ties, they are all “brothers”! Such a wonderful
situation deserves a close study.

THE MARVELOUS GOAL
OF FELLOWSHIP
The book of Philemon was written to explain
to Philemon the goals of fellowship in Christand
encourage him to accept them. The church at
Colossae shared the joys of brotherly fellowship
(Colossians 2:2). But when Onesimus returned, a
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special problem would arise, and Paul wanted
that problem solved immediately. The greatlove
of Philemon (vv. 4-7) could be ruined by bitter-
ness resulting from past personal injuries. In
offering counsel on the situation, Paul identifies
the singular goal of fellowship in Christ.

This singular goal toward which all broth-
erly fellowship is directed, can be summed up
with one word—unity! (Cf. Romans 12:15, 16a;
Revelation 21:24-27.) This blessed unity is often
referred to in the hymns we sing—*“Blest Be the
Tie,” “How Sweet, How Heavenly,” etc. Phi-
lemon needed to remember the beautiful goal of
Christian fellowship—unity and harmony with
all brethren!

THE MAJOR FEATURES
OF FELLOWSHIP

This fellowship bond that exists between all
believers is distinguished by specific features. In
verses 8 through 11, five features help us under-
stand the manner in which fellowship is to be
practiced so that unity will result.

A binding affection—"very heart” (v. 12)—is
the first feature of brotherly fellowship. “Heart”
was used to refer to the place of deepest emo-
tions, strongest feelings, and most tender attach-
ments. The runaway slave, after obeying the
gospel, had become so endeared to Paul that his
departure was like tearing his heart out. The
separation from a brother in the Lord caused
greatanguish for Paul. Suchis the way we should
be affected by the affection of brotherly fellow-
ship. Itendears us to one another and binds us to
each other with cords of loving strength. Al-
though these cords are invisible, they unite and
compel us to be longsuffering and forbearing.

When the fellowship tie is threatened, it
causes us to feel a deep pain and loss (1 Corinthi-
ans 12:26; Philippians 4:18). Such an affection is
a key trait of all who are in fellowship with God
and who share the divine desire of Christian
unity (Psalms 16:3; Romans 12:10; 2 Corinthians
7:13-16; 1 Thessalonians 2:8).

Mutual strength shared with one another—
“minister” (v.13)—is the second feature of broth-
erly fellowship. Fellowship in Christbrings about
a sharing of strength; each part relies upon the
other for support. The Scriptures often state that
the Christian’s strength is not found in isolation
and solitude, but in its community of unity. (Cf.
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Ephesians 2:19ff.; Romans 14:19; 1 Corinthians
12:23; Romans 1:12; etc.)

Paul’s fellowship with Onesimus resulted in
the apostle gaining strength. Paul needed him
because the company of a brother in the Lord
would bring the essential strength to overcome
trials. Paul was suffering. As a captive and a
stranger, he needed the strength that Christian
fellowship could provide. This strength through
fellowship was a priceless treasure for him. Paul’s
desire for Onesimus to remain with him was due
to this feature of brotherly fellowship! (Cf. Eccle-
siastes 4:9-12.)

Consideration for one another—"without your
consent” (v. 14)—is the third feature of brotherly
fellowship. One of the most visible aspects of the
fellowship binding believers is the consideration
shown for one another (cf. 1 Corinthians 8:1-13).
Paul wasbeing considerate of Philemon. He wanted
Onesimus to stay with him, but he did not want to
impose on or “run roughshod over” Philemon’s
feelings. Paul shows himself the perfect Christian
gentleman, putting aside personal considerations
and conveniences in favor of another.

This considerate attitude is responsible for
promoting the unity among believers desired by
God. If we are to find this wonderful brotherly
fellowship in the church today, we must demon-
strate a like sensitivity and consideration for one
another! (Cf. Romans 14:15b, 20, 21; 15:1, 2.)

The eternal scope of Christian fellowship—"for-
ever” (v. 15)—is the fourth feature. The tempo-
rary loss of Onesimus had led to everlasting
gain. Now both were eternally related. Philemon
and Onesimus could enjoy an affectionate fel-
lowship on earth and anticipate an even greater
delight in the fellowship of eternity’s heaven!
The glorious benefits of this fellowship are de-
lightful to contemplate (1 Thessalonians 4:17).
Such eternal joy awaits only those who share in
the glorious brotherly fellowship shared by
Philemon and Onesimus (Psalm 119:63).

The enhancement of personal worth and value—
“much more” (v.16)—is the final feature of broth-
erly fellowship. Onesimus was returning to
Philemon not as a mere slave, but “much more”
than a slave! He was returning as a “brother
beloved.” He was in a different class altogether!
He had gained new dignity as Philemon’s equal
because he was a brother in Christ. All of this
happened when he was placed “in Christ.”



This renewed personal value awaits all who
obey God (1 Corinthians 6:9-11; Ephesians 2:11-
13; 1 Timothy 2:13-16; etc.). In today’s society, all
are not reckoned “valuable” by the world; some
are counted “worthless.” But “in Christ” all come
to possess value thatis priceless! (Galatians 2:20).

THE MANDATORY DUTY
OF FELLOWSHIP
As Paul discussed the marvelous fellowship
that he, Philemon, and Onesimus shared, he
observed thata duty was involved. If this fellow-
ship tie is to bind as tightly as God desires, we
must do something.
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This imperative duty is summed up in the
phrase “of your own free will” (v. 14b). If our
brotherly fellowship is to possess all five fea-
tures just discussed, it is critical that we choose
tomakeitexist! Thiskind of affectionate relation-
ship does not just “happen”!

The duty to choose because of willful deci-
sion, to commit myself in a steadfast way to
making this kind of fellowship exist, involves
the following specifics.

First, Imust become involved with my breth-
ren! I cannot isolate myself, and I cannot ignore
my brethren. Years ago, some church buildings
were built with individual closets, and the wor-
shipers would notbe distracted as they assembled
for worship. Each would sitin his closet, shut off
from all others. Although church buildings are
no longer built that way, many people still prac-
tice isolation in the assembly! In order to find the
fellowship Paul described, we must become in-
volved with our brethren!

Second, I must reorder my priorities so that
“eternity” becomes a realistic term in my vocabu-
lary. How depressing to observe the way some
Christians live with apparently no concept or
desire for eternity! The consequences of such are
seen in the lack of spiritual priorities, especially
in maintaining and developing fellowship!

©Copyright, 1988, 2005 by Truth for Today

Third, I must demonstrate genuine “affec-
tion” to all my brethren. This does not mean that
I will have the same feelings of “love” for every-
one, for I will be closer to some than others. This
does mean that I will guard my attitudes so I will
not fail to support and encourage brethren (cf.
Galatians 5:22; Colossians 3:10, 11).

Fourth, I must see each Christian as possess-
ing a priceless value. In reality we often see some
brethren as more “important” than others. But
this kind of biased view is contrary to God’s
Word (cf. 1 Corinthians 12:20-25).

CONCLUSION

Philemon 12 contains a most interesting
phrase—“send back.” Literally, this referred to a
legal case that was being referred back to the courts
for a decision. In using this, Paul was presenting
Philemon with a hard question—“What about
brotherly fellowship?” Philemon would decide
the answer in the way he judged Onesimus. The
verdict was up to Philemon—either he would fel-
lowship Onesimus and thus demonstrate the broth-
erly fellowship that Christ died for, or he would
not. It could have been difficult for him to decide.

What about you? How is your practice of
“brotherly fellowship” going? Philemon 12 is a
charge to all of us—the case is referred to us and
we must render a verdict. The defendants will all
be different. Your “Onesimus” will be different
than mine! But the consequences of our judg-
ment will be the same—either we further broth-
erly fellowship, or we contribute to the division
and destruction of brotherly fellowship!

Do you judge brotherly fellowship so impor-
tant that you will do anything commanded by
Scripture to preserve and deepen it? Is brotherly
fellowship so important to you that you can
forgive personal injury to protect it?

Look back at the opening illustration. Believ-
ers today are “blood brothers” in a far different
sense than that practiced by the African savages.
All who are “in Christ” are united with blood.
We consequently share “with” one another and
are “in” one another. Let us be thankful for this
blessed fellowship. Let us adhere to the Scrip-
tures’ teaching so this fellowship will be pro-
tected!

—John Kachelman

ENDNOTE
'Tertullian, Apol., 39.
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