
Power: The Foundations of Power 
Philemon 
 
Introduction 
Power is a gift. 
It is as Andy Crouch describes it, the ability to participate in making things  
     and making meaning. 
     It is the ability to make or create. 
This is a gift form God flowing from his owning nature of creativity. 
But with power, as with all others things,  
     the power to make can also be corrupted into the power to destroy. 
     So with our other topics of money, we can share or take. 
     With sex, we can be faithful or we can betray. 
     In power we can make or break. 
 
Philemon is a case study in power. 
It is about a runaway slave, Onesimus, and his master, Philemon. 
According to Roman law, a master has the power to execute Onesimus. 
But along the way, Onesimus meets Paul and becomes a Christian.  
In time, Paul sends Onesimus back to Philemon. 
     Onesimus agrees, knowing full well the legal consequences. 
     Paul writes a letter which Onesimus hand delivers to Philemon. 
Why does Paul & Onesimus do this? 
     It is because they believe that the power of the Gospel to save humanity 
          is greater than the power of sin. 
Paul’s letter to Onesimus reveals the truth about power. 
What can you observe? 
 
To Philemon (v.1-7) 
Friend, fellow worker 
Brother 
Encouragement - commends Philemon’s love & faith 
Paul addresses Philemon as family, friend & brother. 
He is encouraging and loving. 
 
Of Onesimus (v.8-21) 
Paul does not command Philemon but appeals to him on he basis of love. 
He names the powerless Omnisemus as his son. 
Paul does not force Philemon. 
He calls Onesimus Philemon’s brother and fellow man. 
He says that Onesimus is a blessing tom Philemon - like one in his stead. 
He says Onesimus is very dear to him. 
Paul will take on all that Onesimus owes. 
Reminding Philemon that he owes him his own self. 
 
Closing (v.23-25) 
Names his friends. 
Not servants, not students, not disciples. 
Fellows servants. 



 
This in all is a triangle of power. 
Not lording it over others, friendship, family. 
Politics & Law, Socio-economics. 
Risk. 
The Gospel Equalizes all people. 
Makes them family. 
Authority is based on love and affection rather than control and rights. 
 
Aftermath 
What happens to Onesimus the runaway slave? 
He takes the ultimate risk of returning to his master. 
But his master is his brother. 
The slave too is a brother. 
Does Philemon exercise his right to punish Onesimus? 
Does Onesimus lose his life? 
Did Paul gamble on his power, his relationship with Philemon only to lose? 
We are not told the end of the story in Scripture. 
 
Of Power 
 
Destruction 
Pride 
Dominance 
Fear 
Insecurity 
 
Spiritual Power 
Love 
Humility 
Self Limitation 
Joy 
Vulnerability 
Submission 
Freedom 
 
Practical Applications 
Self: Self Control vs. Self Indulgence 
     What do you do, your see, you say? 
     Are they addictive, indulgent or continue to challenge and grow? 
     Enslaving Addicitons vs. Freedom and Joy 
     Yes & No are powerful words. 
     Know your boundaries and put up appropriate loving ones for yourself. 
 
Home: Nurturing Confidence vs. Forcing Subservience 
     What do you want from your children or parents? 
     Do you want them to serve you? 
     Do you want them simply to do what you want? 
     Or are you allowing them to grow in trust and guidance? 



     Do you show support an affection of just table demands? 
     Do you have healthy expectations and guide or let them do whatever? 
     The balance is one of both love & guidance - grace and truth. 
 
Marriage: Enhance Communication vs. Heighten Isolation 
     Do you create space for your spouse to grow into? 
     Are you honest about how things are going? 
     Can you say what is in your heart in a loving way? 
     Do you listen more than you tell? 
     Distance grows in inches over a span of time into a chasm. 
     But you also have the power to reconcile, forgive and understand. 
 
Church: Inspire Faith vs. Enforce Conformity 
     Every week we invite you into the kingdom. 
     Some of you are on the right track. 
     I don’t have to say much to let you know you are on the wrong track. 
     But as we have said, God is into invitation more than regulation. 
     There are enough real consequences for straying from God’s word. 
 
School: Cultivate Growth vs. Inferiority 
     If you are really learning, you recognize how little you know. 
     Instead of tucking your tail and finding short-cuts, you really learn. 
     You don’t get down on yourself or become haughty over others. 
     You are forever curious, forever living in wonder and joy. 
     Life becomes and adventure, not an ordeal. 
     Sure it is hard, but nothing worth doing is easy. 
 
Work: Excellence vs. Inadequacy 
     It is about helping other find joy in every day. 
     Yes, there are limitations that need to be clear and pointed out. 
     Not to step on others but to care for them  
          and enable them towards good & god. 
 
 
Who do you have to be a brother or sister to? 
Who do you have to forgive? 
Who do you have to ask forgiveness of? 
Who do you have influence over and how do you treat them? 
 
Conclusion 
Ignatius of Antioch, dispel of John the Apostle 
Writes of a bishop of the city of Ephesus named Onisemus after Timothy. 
He was martyred under the rule of Emperor Domitian in 63AD. 
And to this day, his feast day is February 15th. 
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Questions 
Should I care about power? 
Is hierarchy wrong? 
Why do people want dominance over others? 
What is the relationship between power and respect? 
What should I do when I am addicted to something like stealing, disobeying and doing my own thing? 
 


