Marble Falls First United Methodist Church - Wesley Groups Study Lesson

Week of 08/30/10-09/05/10      Scripture: Philemon 1-21    “New Beginnings”   
Dr. Ralph Mann, 2010     ralphm@nctv.com
Reference:   New Revised Standard Version Bible, 1989;   The New Interpreter’s Bible, Vol X.I1, Abingdon Press, Nashville, 2000.      The Book of Common Prayer, Long, Martin, Ralph P., Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon,  John Knox Press 1991. 
Thesis:  God is constantly a God of new beginnings.  We must never judge a book by its cover, or someone by their past.  God turns us into new creations all the time.
OPENING PRAYER:  Grant us, O Lord, to trust in you with all our hearts; for, as you always resist the proud who confide in their own strength, so you never forsake those who make their boast of your mercy; through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.  AMEN. (Book of Common Prayer 233)
OPENING PROBE:  Have there been times that you have given someone a second chance?  What caused you to lose faith in them? What provoked you into giving them a second chance?  
SCRIPTURE:  Read Philemon 1-21.
EXPLORATION: 
1. We can assume from this letter’s content that it is from Paul to his friend Philemon who lives in Colossae.  Philemon owed Paul a debt; furthermore, Paul is sending back to Philemon his slave that owed him – with Paul stating that he will pay any debt that Philemon owes.

2. On the surface, one could wonder why this brief letter (the shortest of Pau’s writing) was even included in the New Testament.  What is significant is that it teaches the Body how we are to behave with one another and how we are to give new chances for relationships through Christ.

3. The letter is addressed to Philemon, his wife Apphia, to Archippus (See Colossians 4:17), and to the house church that meets in Philemon’s home.  In essence this letter is written to Philemon’s family.  (to his “Wesley Group”)

4. Paul praises Philemon for his faith – after all he desires him to take back a “runaway” slave.

5. The request is simple.  Onesimus (the name literally means “useful”) had been very valuable to Paul, but Paul is sending him back to Philemon with instructions that Paul will pay any debt that Onesimus owes.  We assume that Philemon had either sent him to Paul or for some other reason he came to care for Paul – and Paul understood from Onesimus (we guess) that Philemon didn’t have much use for him.  Paul desires Onesimus to be given a second chance, causing a sacrifice for both Paul and Philemon.              
6. This letter encourages us to realize that the Gospel changes hearts, transforms lives, and gives to all who hear it a new beginning.  This letter is about new beginnings.

7. One interesting interpretation of this letter is that Onesimus and Philemon are actual blood brothers and Philemon had treated his brother as a slave and this is a call for a family to make amends.  This is outside of the traditional understanding of the text, but if we re-read Philemon 16 again, we can almost make that argument.

REFLECTION:

1. What does it mean to call someone a brother or sister in Christ?  If we are truly acting out our Christian faith, how will we behave as brothers or sisters with each other?  Are we currently doing that?

2. What happens to our outlook on life when we read this letter coupled with the beginning of the Declaration of Independence? (‘that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their creator with certain unalienable rights”)

3. How can the Gospel of Jesus Christ free us from our past and create a new beginning, no matter what our past was? 

4. When do you feel obligated to forgiven people?  Why?

APPLICATION:  
1. A colleague comments to you about a person in a very negative tone.  They have not been around this person in years.  You do not see them in this way – in fact, just the opposite.  What may be the issue at hand?  Are people given “new beginnings?”
2. A friend asks of you, as a personal request, to hire someone that you have an opening for and they fit the criteria?  However, ten years previously you had a bad experience with this person?  Your friend tells you that she is a changed woman?  You interview the person, you see that they have changed, but you are still worried?  What might you do?

3. When getting ready for the family reunion, you learn that Uncle Bick will be there – the one who treated you so wrongly when you were 19.  Now 20 years later, your great aunt has told you that Buck has changed, but you don’t even feel like going to the reunion.  What can you do?  
CLOSING PRAYER AND GROUP CONCERNS:
