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Spiritual Direction

Philemon 8-21

I. Matt.28:18-20.
A. Note that the message and the mission are two different things

A.1. The message is Christ himself, his Lordship and his sovereign grace.
A.1.a) It is news, not advice. God has already done something that has changed the 
destiny of the universe. 
A.1.b) You need to understand that thing he has done.

A.2. The mission is apprenticeship to Christ, not simply “saying you believe.”
A.2.a) Make disciples for Me
A.2.b) Immersing them in the Trinitarian Reality
A.2.c) Instructing them in the ways of the Lord

A.3. This is Christian Spiritual Formation (or transformation)
B. Spiritual formation only happens under Spiritual Direction. Teach them how I think and what I 
instruct.

B.1. It does not happen automatically, but on purpose. 
B.1.a) Many who claim to be Christians are not experiencing spiritual formation.

B.2. It does not happen individualistically , but in relationship.
B.2.a) We learn from more mature Christians. Not just by going off by ourselves and 
meditating on our Bible (as good as that discipline is).

B.3. It does not aim at fixing, but at living in the light.
B.3.a) It is not therapy. (therapy is not necessarily wrong, and may at times be really 
healing if done properly, but it is not the same as spiritual direction)
B.3.b) Living in the light might not “fix” your life, it will still keep you in Reality—the 
Kingdom.

C. How does this work on the ground? Philemon is a classic case study in giving and receiving true 
Spiritual Direction.

C.1. This is a personal pastoral letter that illustrates how Paul entered into ministry with 
individuals.
C.2. One thing stands out: He is directive, but not coercive.

II. The key Question This Morning: Why did Paul not just command Philemon to do what was right?
Two plausible but wrong answers: 

A. Paul wasn’t sure what the right thing was in the situation. The right thing to do is unclear. (nobody 
knows what moral truth really is)

A.1. Wrong. There was and is a gospel-revealed right path in moral decisions. People love and
cherish the myth that they “don’t know what the right thing is” in many situations where it’s 
quite clear what it is. We hide behind feigned humility to cover our blatant rejection of God’s 
word.

B. Paul has no authority to command. (nobody gets to tell me what to do)
B.1. Wrong: Apostolic authority was and is real, through the writings of the apostles.



III. The real answer: Because Paul was interested in Philemon’s spiritual formation rather than simply
his behavior modification. 14

A. He wanted to nourish real transformation in Philemon. 3 characteristics the Spirit brings:
A.1. Thinking deeply. 14

A.1.a) Consent: Gnome = considered, thoughtful agreement.
A.1.b) Not just “permission” but actual thinking.

A.2. Responding freely.  14
A.2.a) That your goodness might not be by compulsion but of your own free 
(transformed) will.

A.3. Living Compassionately. 17
A.3.a) Welcome/receive him as you would me…

IV. The best spiritual direction happens …
A. Along with specific prayer. 4.

A.1. Because God (not we ourselves) is the one doing the formation.
A.2. This is why intercessory prayer is so crucial to any church.
A.3. And Paul is specific about what he’s praying for.

B. Among Spiritual friends. 4-7
B.1. The sharing of your faith = your faith shared (koinonia) in the context of body life.
B.2. Spiritual growth is not just about you and God. God is a community (the Trinity) and 
spiritual growth really only happens in Christian koinonia/community.

C. By realistic encouragement. 4-7
C.1. Seeing life from their vantage point. Try to view their life from their perspective first, 
then 
C.2. Finding the good you can affirm.

D. Through loving appeal. 9
D.1. For love’s sake = the relationship between us is as important as the thing I’m asking you 
to do.
D.2. Gentle, even if straightforward. No coercion. Spiritual direction is no better than the 
receiver’s willingness to listen and do it.
D.3. Note: this is not church discipline—a situation where a behavior is intolerable and toxic
within the relational matrix of the body, like 1 Cor5.

D.3.a) That is another sort of spiritual direction, but it is not ideal.
E. In patient openness. 14

E.1. Patience is a key skill in all spiritual direction.
E.1.a) Because waiting on the Lord is a key spiritual discipline. 
E.1.b) Because waiting for others to respond to suggestions and hints and advice takes 
longer than just pulling rank.

E.2. Openness is letting other people make decisions and live with those decisions.
E.2.a) Spiritual direction is not micromanagement.

F. With appropriate clarity. 17.
F.1.Appropriate in relationship: Paul had the right relationship with all the parties.
F.2.Appropriate in advice. Paul advised with clarity when the situation called for it.
F.3.You should receive Onesimus as a brother and friend, forgiving him and welcoming him.
F.4.There are times to give real advice.

G. Under quiet confidence. 21
G.1. Confidence in the other Christian’s ability to do what God is calling them to do. 21
G.2. Confidence in God that no matter what is happening, He is at work in this situation. 15

V. Because this is exactly how the Lord deals with us. 
A. The Gospel tells us that the Lord of the universe actually loves us and is committed to our joy and 
goodness in Him forever. This is why we repent and trust him as the King, Mentor, Savior.
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