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Acts 2: Lesson Two, Paul’s Prison Epistles 

Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Introduction 
 

In 1967, Joni Earickson Tada, a 17-year-old teenager dove into water that was shallower 
than she realized. As a result, Joni has lived the last fifty years as a quadriplegic in a 
wheelchair. Joni has become well known as a joyous and unselfish follower of Christ and 
for her caring ministry to other disabled individuals all over the globe. Despite her extreme 
disabilities, she has learned to paint (with her teeth), written over 50 books, and visited 47 
countries. Joni is an example of a person who has refused to become bitter over her 
circumstances. Her body is in a type of prison, but her spirit is absolutely free. Have you 
ever been in prison of some sort? Your confining circumstances may be much different and 
less serious than Joni’s, but perhaps you nevertheless struggle with discontentment.  
 
In the last lesson, we learned of Paul’s imprisonment, trials in Jerusalem and Caesarea, 
shipwreck, and eventual arrival in Rome. Acts ends with Paul under house arrest. Sometime 
during Paul’s two-year Roman confinement (60-62 AD), he penned five letters.i His letters 
communicate trust in God and confidence in ultimate triumph, no matter what the outcome 
in this life.ii Paul knew the secret of contentment. He lived with chains on his feet but 
freedom in his heart.  
 
Acts 28:30 indicates that Paul received many visitors in Rome. Timothy (Philippians 1:1), 
John Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke (Philemon 1:24) were allowed to assist him. 
Some of Paul’s other visitors are named in his prison letters: Epaphras, who most likely 
founded the church at Colosse (Colossians 1:7, 4:12), Epaphroditus, who came bearing gifts 
from his home church in Philippi (Philippians 4:18), and Tychicus, who carried four of 
Paul’s five prison letters to their recipients (Ephesians 6:21-22, Colossians 4:7-9). Paul also 
somehow encountered a newly converted, runaway slave named Onesimus (perhaps Paul 
led him to the Lord). Eventually, Onesimus and Paul determined he should return to his 
owner Philemon, in Colosse. But before he left, Paul apparently heard about a doctrinal 
problem in Colosse (Colossians 4:9), so he wrote the church in Colosse and entrusted both 
the letter and Onesimus to Tychicus for safe delivery. Paul used the opportunity to send 
letters to Philemon, the church at Laodicea (Colossians 4:16), and the church at Ephesus 
(Ephesians 6:21). Paul also wrote to the church at Philippi during these years. Epaphroditus 
delivered that letter (Philippians 2:25-29). Of Paul’s five prison letters, only four have been 
preserved; the letter to the Laodiceans has been lost.  

Subject: Paul wrote four epistles from prison.  
Main Idea: Paul was content and joyful in all circumstances.   

Principles: 
1. For those “in Christ,” to live is Christ. 
2. Our problems are small when our view of God is big.  
3. We cannot be free of inner turmoil until we release others from the debt they owe us.  
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I. The Epistles to the Ephesians and Philippians 

A. Introduction to Ephesians: Ephesus was an important port city in the Roman 
province of Asia, located on the west coast of what is now Turkey. Its famous 
Temple of Artemis, one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, was a 
center of cultic prostitution and also served as the bank of Asia Minor.iii  

i. A Circular Letter? Many scholars believe the book of Ephesians was 
intended to be a “circular letter”; that is, Paul intended it to be circulated 
and read throughout the churches of Asia Minor. The absence of Paul’s 
typical personal greeting and the fact the words “in Ephesus” do not 
appear in verse 1 in some of the early manuscripts are factors that may 
support this theory. However, most manuscripts do include “in Ephesus” 
and the church has traditionally called it the epistle to the Ephesians. 
Most likely, it was intended for the Ephesians and also to be read by the 
other churches of Asia Minor. Ephesus was the most prominent of these 
cities and the place where Paul had spent three years in Ephesus on his 
third missionary journey. His daily lectures in the hall of Tyrannus 
resulted in “all the Jews and Greeks who lived in the province of Asia 
[hearing] the word of the Lord” (Acts 19:10). Thus, churches were 
founded throughout Asia Minor and these churches, which are addressed 
individually in Revelation 1-3, may have been among the intended 
recipients of Paul’s Ephesian epistle. 

ii. Theme: The English poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge called the book of 
Ephesians “the divinest composition of man.”iv It was John Calvin’s 
favorite epistle and some say it can only be matched by Romans “as a 
candidate for exercising the most influence on Christian thought and 
spirituality.”v The first three chapters describe the high position of the 
church and its members and the final three describe how we must live in 
light of our exalted position. Thus, the theme is God’s high purpose for 
the church of Christ.  

 
B. The High Calling of the Church – Ephesians 1-3 

i. The Believer’s Spiritual Riches  
1. Paul began by praising God for blessing believers in the heavenly 

realms with every spiritual blessing in Christ. The heavenly realm 
will certainly be present in the coming age but it is also present in 
our current evil age. In other words, these blessings are not simply 
future benefits but benefits that are ours here and now.  

2. The phrase “in Christ” appears repeatedly and has tremendous 
implications. In a spiritual sense, God placed each believer “in 
Christ” when He died on the cross and was resurrected. We died 
with Him, our spiritual life is derived from Him, and all that is His 
is now ours. We are spiritually rich beyond comprehension: 
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blameless and reckoned holy by God, loved and adopted as His 
own, lavished with His grace, redeemed and forgiven, marked 
with the Holy Spirit, guaranteed an inheritance, and assigned 
meaningful work. And we are not in Him alone; we are part of a 
unified body of Jewish and Gentile believers, a family that God is 
using to bring Himself glory. We have a great inheritance but God 
also has an inheritance. His inheritance is us, the Church (1:18)!  

ii. God’s Plan for the Church: God’s plan in human history is to bring unity 
to all things in heaven and on earth under Christ (1:9-10).  

1. Paul understood that he had been made the steward of a mystery 
that was previously hidden but has now been revealed: the 
mystery of a unified cosmos under Christ, including a unified 
body of Gentiles and Jews who would jointly form a new kind of 
humanity.  

2. What unites believers is that we are all “in Christ.” One only has 
to consider the historical hostility between Jews and Arabs or the 
intense hatred of Jews by Gentiles in World War II to appreciate 
the greatness of God’s eternal plan to unite Jews and Gentiles in 
one body, the body of Christ. Jesus “destroyed the barrier, the 
dividing wall of hostility” and created “in Himself one new 
humanity out of the two, thus making peace” (2:14-15).  

iii. Two Thematic Prayers: To be “in Christ” is to have everything we need. 
Paul prayed two beautiful prayers that fit exactly with his theme. In 
chapter 1, he prayed that believers would know and understand their rich 
position in Christ better (1:17-19). In chapter 3, he prayed that God 
would empower us to understand our rich position more fully and live 
according to it (3:16-19).  
 

C. Practical Instructions for the Church – Ephesians 4-6: Following this 
second prayer, Paul launched into the practical section of his letter with the 
words, “I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received” (4:1). 
Paul says that because of our high position “in Christ,” we should live in unity, 
in purity, and in victory.  

i. A Unified Church – 4:1-16: As Paul has already pointed out, every 
believer is a member of the Church. There is no such thing as 
individualism in Christianity. We must honor our brothers and sisters in 
Christ as co-heirs of a high position along with us. Although the Church 
is comprised of people of vastly different backgrounds and preferences, 
unity is cultivated as each member exercises humility, gentleness, 
patience, love, peacekeeping, and their spiritual gifts, in the manner they 
were intended. We are joint heirs in Christ Jesus (3:6). 
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ii. A Purified Church – 4:17-6:9 

1. People of such a high calling should be pure in their actions and 
attitudes. Believers are to be pure in their speech, work ethic, sex 
lives, family relationships, and our attitude toward our 
possessions. Daily expressions of song, thanksgiving, and praise 
reflect purity of heart (5:18-20).  

2. Chapter 5-6 comprise a lengthy passage on believers’ 
relationships with one another beginning with the marriage 
relationship (5:21-6:9). God has ordained a societal order. It does 
not reflect our position or value to God but simply causes our 
relationships to run smoothly. Wives are to freely submit to their 
husbands by offering them unconditional respect. Husbands are to 
show submission to their wives (5:21) by loving them 
unconditionally and sacrificially. In chapter 6, Paul is not 
condoning slavery but was merely telling slaves and masters how 
to treat one another, in light of the existence of slavery. When we 
see other believers as “in Christ,” we have a whole new level of 
love and respect for them.  

iii. A Victorious Church – 6:10-24: Paul said that Christians are engaged in 
a conflict with a relentless and cunning adversary, Satan and his demons. 
According to Acts 19, the Ephesians had first-hand experience with the 
occult (Acts 19:13-20). Although we fight a great evil, we have a greater 
Savior and a high position in Him. Paul names seven ways in which the 
believer can fight this enemy. 

1. The Belt of Truth – Satan sets up speculations in our imaginations 
that we must counter with God’s truth.  

2. The Breastplate of Righteousness – Unconfessed sin breeds an 
environment for sin to continue and for demonic presence.vi  

3. Feet fitted with readiness that comes from the gospel of peace – A 
firm grip that keeps us from sliding in battle comes from a deep, 
spiritual understanding of the gospel of peace. 

4. The Shield of Faith – Satan operates in the arena of fear. Faith in 
God’s truth is the antidote to fear and inner turmoil. 

5. The Helmet of Salvation – Satan primarily attacks our minds. We 
must put on the helmet of salvation so our mind is filled with the 
truth of God. 

6. The Sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God – Quoting the 
Scriptures was the method by which Jesus was delivered when 
Satan tempted him in the wilderness (Matthew 4). Quoting God’s 
truth corrects our thinking and counters the lies of Satan (John 
8:44).  
 



 

D. A. Hammond                                            GOD OF THE WORD: Acts 2                                         Copyright © 2017  All rights reserved.  

5 
7. Prayer – This last piece of armor is critical because it is the 

means by which we remain connected to the source of power, God 
Himself.  We are truly “in Him,” but our experience of this reality 
comes most often through prayer. It also reminds us of our 
dependence on Him.  
 

D. Background to Philippians: Even in Paul’s imprisonment, he was content 
because he knew he and his beloved fellow believers were “in Christ.” Paul’s 
letter to the Philippians also emphasizes our unity with Christ.  

i. Philippi and its Church 
1. Philippi was a Roman colony, meaning its citizens were citizens 

of Rome itself.vii  Retired soldiers who had been given property 
there by the State largely populated it. It was not a port city as 
Ephesus was, nor was there a large enough Jewish population for 
a synagogue, but its position along a major road leading to Rome 
aided its prosperity.  

2. Philippians is written in a different tone than Paul’s other letters. 
He loved all those he served, but he had a special affinity for the 
Philippians. Perhaps this was partially because of their generosity 
toward him. Additionally, the Philippian church was the first 
church Paul founded in Europe and the Lord called Paul there by 
means of a special vision (Acts 16:9-12).  

ii. Paul’s Purpose and Theme 
1. The Philippians had sent Paul gifts carried by Epaphroditus. 

Epaphroditus was to remain for a time and assist Paul, but while 
in Paul’s service, he became so sick that he almost died. The 
Ephesians heard and were understandably concerned. Paul wrote 
that he was sending Epaphroditus back so they could see for 
themselves that he was now in good health and to thank them for 
their gifts. Undoubtedly, Epaphroditus carried the letter with him.  

2. Although Paul addressed a wide variety of topics, the words “joy,” 
“rejoice” and “glad” together appear 16 times in Philippians. Paul 
held the deep conviction that his life in Christ was for Christ. To 
die was even better because he would then enjoy God’s presence 
in unending, joyous, and eternal communion (1:21). These 
convictions were not rooted in self-pity, despair, or depression. 
Paul was full of joy because he had been united with Christ (2:1). 
His greatest desire was to know Christ (3:8), to preach Christ 
(1:18), and to exalt Christ in his body, whether by life or by death 
(1:20). All of his circumstances were opportunities to put Christ 
on display and that reality enabled him to be content and even 
joyful in less than pleasant circumstances. 
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E. Philippians 1: After Paul’s greeting and prayer for the Philippians, he 

relieved their concern for him by sharing that his chains had actually served to 
advance the gospel. His audience was comprised of Roman officials and guards 
who likely would never have come to hear him speak as a free man but became 
a captive audience while posted to guard or question him. The Philippians must 
have had some trouble with individuals opposing their message. Paul urged 
them to persevere in suffering. Our steadfastness is a sign to unbelievers, who 
can see our hidden strength. It is a sign of their destruction and our salvation.viii  
 

F. Philippians 2 
i. Christ’s Supreme Example of Love, Humility, and Self-sacrifice – 2:1-

11: Paul exhorted the Philippians to be loving, humble, and unselfish, 
and he set up Christ as the ultimate model. This important passage 
affirms that Christ is in very nature God (2:6); in other words, He is 
equal with God. But instead of thinking of His equality with God as 
something to use for His own advantage, He willingly became human 
and in so doing, emptied Himself (some translations: “made himself 
nothing” [2:7]). “Emptying” is vague but apparently implies that He 
gave up His right to display the full splendor of His glory and voluntarily 
restricted His use of certain attributes (for instance, His omnipresence 
and omniscience). If Christ did this for us, shouldn’t we gladly give up 
ourselves for Him? Because of Jesus’ humble obedience, even to death, 
God has exalted Him to the highest place as Lord of all. To be united 
with Christ is to gladly participate in the laying down of our rights, that 
we might also be united with Him in His glory (Romans 6:3-5, 8:17). 

ii. Our Part and God’s Part – 2:12-13: In verses 12-13, Paul told the 
Philippians to continue to work out their salvation with fear and 
trembling (implying effort on their part), but immediately follows it 
with: “for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill 
His good purpose” (an acknowledgement that our ability and even our 
desire to obey God come from Him).  

iii. Shine Like Stars – 2:14-16: Our behavior is to be so far above reproach 
that we will stand out in a warped and crooked generation like stars 
shining in the sky. 

iv. The Examples of Paul, Timothy and Epaphrotitus – 2:17-30: Paul said 
his life was like a drink offering being poured out. Timothy also proved 
himself by serving sacrificially. Epaphroditus had sacrificed his health 
for a season in Paul’s service. These three men had followed Christ’s 
example by laying down their rights. 
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G. Philippians 3 

i. Legalism addressed  - 3:1-16  – Paul reminded the Philippians to watch 
out for Judaizers, who insisted new believers had to become circumcised 
in order to be fully counted among God’s chosen. While Paul had all the 
credentials these Judaizers had, he gave up any opportunity to use those 
credentials to his personal advantage, and instead, sought only to gain 
Christ and His righteousness. This meant also sharing in Christ’s 
sufferings, something he was more than willing to do (3:10).  

ii. Antinomianism addressed – 3:17-21 In verse 18, Paul mentioned 
“enemies of the cross of Christ.” These may have been the same 
legalistic Judaizers to whom he already referred, but they were more 
likely Antinomians. Antinomians went to the opposite extreme of 
legalistic Judaizers and refused to accept any moral restraints. The 
motivation Paul holds out for godly behavior is Christ’s return, our 
future glorification, and our heavenly citizenship. We must remember 
that we are “in Christ.” 
 

H. Philippians 4 
i. A Plea for Agreement – 4:1-3: Paul made a plea to two women who had 

trouble getting along. Although their personalities may have been 
different, they had both served Paul in the cause of the gospel. Paul 
admonished them to set aside their differences.  

ii. Practical Application – 4:4-9: Among Paul’s final exhortations are His 
instructions to rejoice always, be gentle, and set aside anxiety by taking 
up prayer and thanksgiving in its place and by dwelling on good things.  

iii. Paul’s Thanks – 4:10-23: Paul concludes with a sincere expression of 
thanks for the Philippians’ gifts. In this context, he said he had learned to 
be content whatever his circumstances, whether he had plenty or was in 
want. Christ had enabled him to do this and all things.  
 

Summary Statement: Ephesians emphasizes the high calling of the church since its 
members are “in Christ.” Philippians emphasizes the joy and contentment that comes from 
knowing that our lives are bound up with Christ’s.  
 
Principle: For those “in Christ,” to live is Christ.  
 
Illustration: I am under the impression that from birth, members of a royal family are 
trained in their duties and obligations. Every interest, skill, experience, and aspect of the 
royal’s life is ultimately directed toward benefitting the kingdom. Similarly, Paul was a 
member of the royal family of Christ. To him, to live was Christ. Every circumstance was 
used to put Christ on display, even his limitations. Paul was content and even rejoiced in his 
suffering because it allowed him to identify with and exalt Christ.   
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Application: How would you finish the sentence, “To me, to live is ___________”? What 
does your mind drift to when not preoccupied? On what you spend most of your time 
outside work hours and on what do you spend your money? Is every interest, skill, 
experience, and aspect of our lives ultimately used to exalt Christ? I cannot honestly say 
that I have used all aspects of my life as opportunities to exalt Christ and as a result, I have 
at times lacked contentment and joy in my circumstances. How will you finish this 
sentence: “For me to live in ___________(this circumstance) will, from here on out, be to 
live for Christ”?  
 
Transition: As we’ve learned, Paul penned Ephesians and Colossians at about the same 
time. The two letters have many similarities. The first half of both letters is theological and 
the last half practical, and many of the thoughts are the same. However, while Ephesians 
does not mention any problems in the church, Colossians was written to correct a heresy.  
 

II. The Epistle to the Colossians  
A. The Colossian Heresy: Colossians 2:4 and 8 indicate that the Colossians were 

being “deceived by fine sounding arguments” and taken “captive through 
hollow and deceptive philosophy, which depends on human tradition and the 
basic principles of this world rather than on Christ.” The exact heresy is not 
clearly spelled out but the content of the letter points to elements of Judaism 
and Gnosticism blended with Christianity. Gnosticism developed more fully in 
the second century but this letter suggests that some of its concepts were 
already formed and taking root in the second half of the first century.  

i. An Early Form of Gnosticism  
1. Gnostics believed that all created matter is inherently evil and that 

salvation comes by special mystical knowledge. Since they saw 
matter as evil, some concluded that Jesus could not have had a real 
physical body but only a spiritual one. Others said he did have a 
body and as a result He could not have been truly divine. Thus 
Christ was not denied but reduced. Paul contradicted these things 
by stating, “In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily 
form” (2:9).  

2. The apparent “evil” state of matter led some Gnostics to deny all 
physical pleasures and live a rigidly ascetic life. Others concluded 
that if the body is evil, then what they did with it was unimportant, 
and they indulged in any and every pleasure (libertinism). To 
those who insisted on complete abstinence from pleasure, Paul 
said that harsh treatment of the body lacked any value in 
restraining sensual indulgence (2:23). Those who indulged 
themselves were told to put to death all that belonged to the sinful 
nature (3:5).  
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ii. Elements of Judaism: The heresy was also legalistic and ritualistic 

(2:16, 21-22), not unlike Judaism. Paul told the Colossians not to let 
anyone judge them by what they ate or drank, or with regard to a 
religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day (2:16). “Do 
not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!” were rules based on human 
commands and teachings (2:21-23). 
 

B. The Preeminence of Christ in Doctrine – Colossians 1-2 
i. Greeting and Prayer – 1:1-12: Paul prayed the Colossians would know 

God’s will and then live according to it. He requested God grant them 
spiritual wisdom and understanding, which was needed since their 
thinking about Christ was under attack. 
Christological statement – 1:13-20: Since the ultimate result of the 
syncretistic heresy in Colosse was the devaluing of Christ, Paul’s theme 
was Christ’s supremacy. Colossians 1 contains the premiere New 
Testament statement about Christ’s identity and person, identifying His 
relationship to God (1:15a), to creation (1:15b-17), and to the church 
(1:18).ix With regard to God, Paul said Jesus is a physical representation 
of Him and all of God’s fullness dwells in Him. With regard to creation, 
Christ is first-ranking (“firstborn” [but this does not mean Jesus is a 
created being]), was directly involved in creation, and all of creation is 
for Him. He existed before creation and holds all created things together. 
With regard to the church, He is the Head of the body and the first-
ranking of those resurrected. The bottom line is that God has made 
Christ supreme over all. 

i. Paul’s Service to the Colossians – 1:24-2:5: Paul’s goal was that the 
Colossians would reach full maturity in Christ. He was fulfilling his 
commission to present the word of God in its fullness, including the 
mystery that was hidden but is now revealed. In Ephesians, the mystery 
that is now revealed is the full blessing and inclusion of the Gentiles 
together with Jews in creating a new kind of humanity. In Colossians, 
the mystery is, “Christ in you, the hope of glory” (1:27).  

ii. Correcting False Teachings: 2:6-23: (see above on the Colossian heresy) 
 

C. The Preeminence of Christ in Practice – Colossians 3-4: As in Ephesians, 
Paul insisted that doctrine must impact our behavior. Chapters 3-4 outline ways 
in which the supreme Christ should be exalted in our attitudes and actions. 
Setting our minds on earthly things spawns selfish deeds and bad attitudes, but 
since we have been raised with Christ and are now “in Him,” we are to set our 
hearts and minds on things above. “For you died, and your life is now hidden 
with Christ in God” (Colossians 3:4). Union with Christ is the critical factor.  
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In Him we have new desires and power to resist our old ways. We feel 
embittered but can choose to dwell on what we are thankful for (3:13-15). We 
can forgive as the Lord has forgiven (3:13), choose the peace of Christ instead 
of anger or fear (3:15), submit to our spouses when we would naturally be 
argumentative (3:18-19), devote ourselves to prayer rather than to empty 
activities (4:2), and choose words of grace instead of rudeness or sarcasm (4:6).  

 
Summary Statement: Paul challenged the Colossian heresy by correcting and elevating 
their view of Christ.  
 
It has been well said that what comes to our minds when we think about God is the most 
important thing about us. A.W. Tozer suggested that whenever in history the Christian 
church has lost significance, it is because she got a wrong answer to the question, “What is 
God like?” Our formal statements are of far less consequence than our actual thoughts about 
Him.x 
 
Principle: Our problems are small when our view of God is big.  
 
Application: Are you willing to conduct an “intelligent and vigorous search”xi to unearth 
and expose what you actually believe about God? Might your God be a god who winks at 
sin? Is your God a god who forgives sin but holds a grudge? Is your God a god who puts 
you into difficult circumstances in order to tempt you (James 1:13)? Is he distant, 
unresponsive, or impotent? You may quickly answer, “No!” but what does your life say? 
That your circumstances are overwhelming? That you are discontent? When our god is 
small, our problems loom large, but when we see God as He truly is, our problems are not 
problems at all. Paul’s God was a big God!  
 
Transition: Paul ended Colossians by mentioning that Tychicus, who bore the letter, would 
give them further details about Paul’s circumstances. He also wrote that Onesimus would be 
accompanying Tychicus. Onesimus is the subject of Paul’s shortest letter, which is not 
primarily addressed to a church but to a wealthy man named Philemon.  
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III. Philemon: Paul called Philemon “our dear friend and fellow worker” (verse 

1), so he clearly knew him. He wrote to ask Philemon to accept and forgive 
Onesimus, a new believer and presumably a runaway slave. Paul asked Philemon 
to receive Onesimus without consequences (punishment). In fact, Paul told 
Philemon to charge him personally for anything Onesimus owed. The message can 
be summarize by verse 17, “Welcome him as you would welcome me.” While 
Paul did not ask Philemon to return Onesimus to him, the idea is suggested. At the 
close of the letter, Paul expressed his expectation of being released from his 
confinement soon after writing (verse 22) and asked Philemon to prepare a room 
for him. No one knows for sure the outcome of Paul’s plea to Philemon, but since 
the church chose to preserve the letter, Philemon must have responded positively.  

 
Summary Statement: Philemon is a letter about reconciliation and forgiveness. Philemon 
had every right to be angry with Onesimus, but Paul asked him to forgive him instead. 
 
Principle: We cannot be free of inner turmoil until we release others from the debt they owe 
us.		
 
According to Paul’s prison letters, an important implication of our unity with Christ is our 
unity with other members of Christ’s body (Ephesians 2:11-21, 3:6, 4:2-6, 5:1-6:9; 
Philippians 2:1-4, 4:2-3; Colossians 3:9-4:1). To the Ephesians, Paul said we are members 
of one body, with one Spirit, called to one hope, with one Lord, one faith, one baptism, and 
one God and Father who is over all and in all (Ephesians 4:4-6). In Philippians, he wrote:  
 

Therefore if you have any encouragement from being united with Christ, if any 
comfort from His love, if any common sharing in the Spirit, if any tenderness and 
compassion [which indeed we would in Christ], then make my joy complete by being 
like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind. Do nothing 
out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above 
yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of others 
(2:1-3). 

 
In Colossians, he said, “Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a 
grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you” (3:13).  
 
This emphasis is in keeping with Jesus’ prayer for believers. He prayed: 
 

…that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you. May 
they also be in us so that the world may believe that you have sent me. I have given 
them the glory that you gave me, that they may be one as we are one – I in them and 
you in me – so that they may be brought to complete unity (John 17:20-21).  
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You and I cannot say, “To me, to live is Christ,” unless to us, to live is to love and serve 
our brothers and sisters in Christ, to freely forgive them, and live in unity with them.   
 
Paul could have resented his Gentile captors and the Jews who had opposed him, but he 
refused to allow bitterness to take up residence in his heart and mind and asked Philemon to 
do the same.  
 
Application: Do you live with inner turmoil because of an unresolved conflict? The person 
you need to forgive may not be repentant, as Onesimus was. In fact, they may not even be 
sorry. It is not always necessary (or even wise) to remove all the boundaries between you 
and a person who has taken advantage of you, but until you release them in your heart and 
mind from the debt they owe you, a cancer of inner turmoil will continue to fester within 
you, the body of Christ will suffer because your testimony will be harmed, and you will not 
know contentment.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
If it’s not an old grievance, what are your imprisoning circumstances? How content, joyful, 
and free is your heart?  Paul, Joni Eareckson Tada, and others have used their circumstances 
as opportunities to put Christ on display. Undoubtedly, Paul experienced, and Joni still 
experiences, moments of tremendous frustration, but both of them arrived at a place of joy 
and contentment because their God is a big God. For them, to live is Christ. May that be our 
testimony as well.   
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