The Church’s First Obedience
Philemon 1:20–21
Mike K. Colaw

Scripture Reading
Philemon 1:20–21 (ESV)
20 Yes, brother, I want some benefit from you in the Lord. Refresh my heart in Christ.
21 Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I say.

Introduction
Everything today hinges on one word: obedience.
In Philemon 20–21, obedience is not legalistic box-checking but faithfulness to the love of Christ made tangible in the church.
That raises the question:
What would an obedient church look like?
Or put differently: What are the most common commands given to the church in the New Testament that we are called to obey? Note: If we define ‘command’ broadly to include indirect or contextual implications, scholars have identified well over a thousand. For today’s purposes, I’m focusing on explicit imperatives directed at the church as a collective.
Outward Commands to the Church (≈20 Mentions)
The New Testament certainly commands the church to engage the world around it. But these imperatives are far fewer compared to the inward commands.
1. Proclaim the Gospel and Make Disciples (≈6).
· Matt. 28:18–20; Acts 1:8; 1 Pet. 3:15; 2 Tim. 4:2; Rom. 10:14–15.
2. Do Good to All People (≈5).
· Gal. 6:10; Matt. 5:16; Titus 3:2; 1 Tim. 6:18; Heb. 13:16.
3. Live Honorably Among Outsiders (≈5).
· 1 Pet. 2:12; Col. 4:5–6; 1 Thess. 4:11–12; Rom. 12:17–18; Phil. 2:15.
4. Show Hospitality to Strangers (≈3).
· Heb. 13:2; Rom. 12:13; 1 Pet. 4:9.
5. Pray for All People, Including Leaders (≈2–3).
· 1 Tim. 2:1–2; Matt. 5:44.
Total outward commands: ~20–22 mentions.

Inward Commands to the Church (≈50+ Mentions)
The inward “family commands” dominate the New Testament. These are the values that shaped the first believers’ life together.
1. Love One Another (≈16 direct, ≈50 indirect. Nothing else comes close.)
· John 13:34–35; Rom. 13:8; Gal. 5:13; 1 Thess. 4:9.
2. Be Unified / Live in Harmony (≈12).
· Rom. 12:16; 15:5–6; 1 Cor. 1:10; Phil. 2:2; Eph. 4:3.
3. Encourage and Build Up One Another (≈9).
· 1 Thess. 5:11; Heb. 3:13; 10:24–25.
4. Serve One Another Humbly / Bear Burdens (≈8).
· Gal. 5:13; 6:2; Rom. 12:10–13; 1 Pet. 4:10.
5. Pray for One Another and Constantly (≈7).
· 1 Thess. 5:17, 25; Eph. 6:18; James 5:16.
Total inward commands: well over 50 mentions.

Did you notice the emphasis based on volume?
· Inward commands (≈50+): love, unity, encouragement, service, prayer.
· Outward commands (≈20): proclaim, do good, live honorably, show hospitality, pray for all.
The apostles pressed hard on the inward family life of the church. Not because the external mission doesn’t matter, but because the kind of family new Christians are born into matters a lot. 
John 13:35 (ESV): “By this all people will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another.”

Meditatio: Paul, Philemon, and Obedience
Let’s now look at the context of Philemon 1:20–21 (ESV)

Philemon 1:20-21
20 Yes, brother, I want some benefit from you in the Lord. Refresh my heart in Christ.
21 Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I say.

Paul appeals to Philemon not by law, but in love, asking him to receive Onesimus no longer as a slave but as a brother (Phlm. 16). Ancient relationships (like today) are often transactional—preference, politics, social class. Into that world Paul drops this bomb: The Gospel binds Christians not by utility but by charitable love. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer wrote, “Our community with one another consists solely in what Christ has done to both of us” [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Bonhoeffer, Dietrich, Life Together, New York: Harper & Row, 1954, 25] 

F. F. Bruce comments: “The obedience Paul anticipates is not grudging compliance but the glad response of a Christian conscience enlightened by the gospel.” [footnoteRef:2] [2:  F. F. Bruce, The Epistles to the Colossians, to Philemon, and to the Ephesians, NICNT (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 223.] 


Satan’s Counter-Strategy: Divide the Family
If the enemy fights most fiercely against what God desires most, then Satan will target church unity.  In our cultural moment, here are five of his favorite tactics:
1. Satan wants to twist the diversity of spiritual gifts into rivalry and comparison. 
· Instead of celebrating each gift as necessary for the body, we use them as badges of “true spirituality.”
· Countless church splits have started this way—when gifts became markers of superiority rather than tools of service.
2. Satan wants to reshape the church into a high-producing business rather than a high-participating family. 
· In business, you shop around for the best product. In a family, you commit “for better or worse” (Eph. 5).
· In business, the customer is always right. In the church, the children need guidance. God is our Father, Jesus is our King, and we are called to sacrifice for the health of the family.
3. Satan wants us to think church is about observing a production rather than participating with people. 
· Programs should only be the starting blocks for real relationships.
· If groups feel shallow, that’s not a reason to blame but an invitation to go deeper.
4. Satan tempts believers to abdicate their personal callings by outsourcing them to “church programs.” 
· Don’t give your calling away! The church exists to equip you for good works—you are called to do them.
· Satan can’t silence God’s whisper of a ministry burden, but he can tempt you to think someone else should carry it.
5. Satan wants us to label every struggling brother or sister or point of tension as “toxic.” 
· Yes, boundaries matter, but the New Testament emphasis is restoration. We are fighting for unity! The Gospel is the message and ministry of reconciliation. 
· If you are always running from “toxic” people, one day you wake up, look in the mirror, and realize you are the toxic you can’t get away from.

Actio: A Story About Culture
Years ago, my superintendent Dr. Mark Gorveatte called with what he described as a “gift.”
“I want you to pick someone up from the airport, give them dinner, and drop them off at a hotel.”
That someone was Dan Reiland, a well-known church consultant who had worked with 12Stone, Skyline Wesleyan under John Maxwell, North Point with Andy Stanley, and many others.
Sitting across from him at dinner, I asked:
“What’s the best church growth strategy?”
Dan smiled and said something like this:
“There are a lot of ways to win people to Jesus and disciple them. Many can be effective, and none of them can work. The real secret isn’t a perfect plan, it’s people committed to working together. When you’re unified, you can adapt and solve almost anything. (Dinner with Dan Reiland) [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Dan Reiland, Confident Leader!: Become One, Stay One (Minneapolis: David C. Cook, 2020), 45. (This was a loose quote from our conversation, but the ideas can be found here.)] 


Closing Framework
Love is the root → John 13:34–35; Rom. 13:8.
Unity is the witness → John 17:21; Eph. 4:3.
Encouragement is the fuel → Heb. 3:13; 10:24–25.
Serving one another is the action → Gal. 5:13; 1 Pet. 4:10.
Prayer is the power → 1 Thess. 5:17; Acts 4:31.
Evangelism is the result → John 13:35.

If we are to be an obedient, Biblical church, what I need is… you. You leaning in with a loving heart, fully present, helping build a family. Love one another. 
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