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Please open your Bibles to the book of Philemon, or as our American brethren call it, Philemon. 

Philemon is one of the shortest books in the New Testament, like 25 verses, and I was checking a few nights ago to see what the “Church fathers” thought about this book. Some of the Church fathers, from the 1st, 2nd and 3rd century, were very critical when it came to which books were canonical. Some would question Revelation, can you believe? Some would question 2nd Peter, can you believe? Some would question Hebrews, can you believe? 

But when it comes to Philemon, I can’t find any Church leader (I mean those that are well known) that would question this tiny epistle. If you’ve ever read Philemon, it probably doesn’t really register with you. And yet over the last two weeks, as I’ve been preparing for this morning’s recording, a lot of good stuff in here! A lot of interesting stuff! A lot of material which I think gets overlooked by certain Christians.

Philemon, Philemon: look at verses 1-3, if you will: “Paul, a prisoner of Jesus Christ, and Timothy our brother, unto Philemon our dearly beloved, and fellowlabourer, And to our beloved Apphia, and Archippus our fellowsoldier, and to the church in thy house: Grace to you, and peace, from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.”

If you meet people on the street, one of the first things they will ask you, if they are religious is, “What church do you go to?” And if you say, “Well, you’re standing in our church”, or if you say, “We have a house-church”, nine times out of ten, such people will look down their noses at you. The thought of a house-church, the thought of a handful of people meeting like we are doing this morning to read the Scripture, to break bread, doesn’t really sit well with them. Many people have been conditioned to be a member of a church, like four walls. 

I remember speaking to a pastor friend some years ago, and he said this: he said that he knew of a particular lady at his church, who we sort of knew of. We spoke to her a few times ourselves. And he said this, he said, “What really annoys me is such-and-such is a church-hopper.” And I said to him, “What do you mean by that?” He said, “Well, she comes to our church one Sunday, one Sunday morning, and then the following Sunday she goes to another church. Sometimes she will attend our evening service and skip the morning.” And he was very critical of such a person church-hopping. 

Now, I kind of understand where he was coming from, and yet at the same time I was able to relate to where she was coming from. She probably felt the church that she was attending, run by our pastor friend, wasn’t sufficient enough for her. She felt she needed more and, therefore, she would go to more than one church.

But like I say, if you speak to people on the street, if they are religious, they want to know first of all what church you go to. Because once they know what church you go to they can bracket you, which is understandable. 

Every so often, if I meet somebody in the street who is religious, I want to know who they are and where they are coming from. Not so much now, but when I first started doing street work.

So, when we read about a church meeting, verse 2, concerning Philemon, verse 1, we know straight away that we are dealing with a Gentile church.

As I’ve said over the last few weeks, especially as we concluded 2nd Corinthians, that the Jews, those that got saved, those that believed in Jesus, would transform their synagogues into churches, whereas the Gentiles that got saved by believing on Jesus were somewhat at a disadvantage. So, what they would do is meet in people’s homes.

Look at verse 1: “Paul”. Obviously it’s Paul. Nobody questions Paul as the author of this epistle. “A prisoner of Jesus Christ.” Two things to say to: that 1) Paul was a political prisoner, but he’s also a spiritual prisoner. He was a servant of the Lord and if you have a modern Bible, or any Bible excluding the King James Bible, the term that appears many times is “slave.” But in the King James, the word is “servant.” 

“Paul, a prisoner of Jesus Christ [physically and spiritually around this time he was detained in Rome under house arrest], and Timothy our brother”. 

I like that. I like Paul. He always likes to include someone else in his opening of his epistle. You can tell an awful lot about a person who gives other people credit. And if you watch particular preachers or if you read particular books or if you watch particular documentaries, if such people don’t credit others that work alongside them, then they are pretty much selfish people. They are taking the glory all for themselves. 

“Timothy our brother [brother in Christ], unto Philemon our dearly beloved, and fellowlaborer.” 

You’re going to have four key words that will appear in this tiny epistle of 25 verses: prisoner, fellowlaborer, fellowsoldier, partner. Now the analogy has been used many times over the years by Bible teachers that Christians are in the army of the Lord. And if Jesus Christ is our general, then we are His lieutenants, if you will. We are His corporals, we are His sergeants, we are His soldiers. 

So, the terminology would be very common. “Paul, a prisoner of Jesus Christ, and Timothy our brother, unto Philemon our dearly beloved, and fellowlaborer.”

Apart from 1st and 2nd Timothy, apart from Titus, this is the only New Testament book written by an apostle to a particular person, which is quite remarkable. 

This guy, Philemon, was a leader in Colossae, modern-day Greece. Some have suggested he may have been a bishop. He’s a big cheese. He’s a big noise. He’s a powerful Gentile. He got saved, and here Paul is addressing this tiny epistle to Philemon, verse 1. 

And verse 2: “and to our beloved Apphia, and Archippus our fellowsoldier.” Now these people found in verse 2 (Apphia and Archippus) could be Philemon’s wife and son. Some people have suggested that. And the term pops up “fellowsoldier” [no doubt concerning the son of Philemon], and to the church in thy house”. 

So, so far we are on good ground. We are reading about a typical church in the 1st century meeting in somebody’s home. Now, I’ve said this over the years, and I’ll say it again very quickly, that as far as I am concerned the church system, like four walls led by a pastor, is pretty much on the way out. 

Not far from where I live there’s a Catholic church. It’s been standing for probably a hundred years, and Patrick was telling me a while ago that the Catholic bishop for our area has been given the task of trying to save money because these churches are struggling to make ends meet. Church attendance, I’m happy to report, is dropping. 

But here’s the problem: yes, that’s good news (because these are false churches), and yet the reality is that once these churches close, the Muslims will buy such places and turn them into mosques. During our time in Golders Green last month, we came across the hippodrome where we believe Harry Houdini once performed and we got some photographs of that, which appeared in last month’s newsletter, and that place went from being an auditorium, to a church, to a soon-to-be mosque. You’ve got two extremes!

But like I say, this church near where I live (a Catholic church in a pretty decent middle-class area) to my surprise, is closing. Because people aren’t attending churches. In fact, I think the figure was out of 18 churches in the northwest of England, they are going to close six. And it could be in the coming weeks or months they will close even more. 

So, if the church system is slowly coming to a close, especially in the UK, because we are coming to the end of the Church age, that would suggest that the Rapture could be imminent, but between the Rapture taking place what you will see are church buildings closing, throwing the towel in, becoming carpet shops, becoming mosques. 

And those that are saved, those that believe in the King James Bible, those that love the Lord, those that love the word of God, will meet in people’s homes. It’s a throwback to the 1st century. 

And yet, like I say, most people, if you tell them you meet in a house church, or if you have a house church or if you meet with
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