“Speaking the Truth in Love”

Philemon 1-25
During this time of year, wildfires rage through many places in the western parts of the United States. Hundreds of acres are engulfed in flames, threatening homes and communities. Often these fires are started by a single lightning strike or a careless person dropping a cigarette or leaving a campfire unattended. When I see or read about these fires in the news, I am reminded of the words in James 3:5-6,

Consider what a great forest is set on fire by a small spark. The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body. It corrupts the whole person, sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell.
How destructive our tongues can be! Careless words have divided friends, homes, and churches. This past week I came across several humorous stories about husbands and wives that all have one thing in common; see if you can pick up what it is:

· My wife sat down on the couch next to me as I was flipping channels. She asked, “What’s on TV?” I said, “Dust.” And then the fight started…

· I asked my wife where she wanted to go for our anniversary. She smiled and said, “Take me somewhere I haven’t been in a long time.” I said, “How about the kitchen?” And then the fight started…

· I took my wife to a restaurant. The waiter, for some reason, took my order first. I ordered a strip steak, medium rare. The waiter asked, “Aren’t you worried about the Mad Cow?” “Nah,” I replied, “she can order for herself.” And then the fight started…

What do those stories have in common (other than the husband needing corrective surgery after each one)? In every case, the husband exercised a complete lack of tactfulness. Of course, these are meant to be funny stories, but in real life, such lack of tact can lead to hurt feelings and damaged relationships.

This morning I would like to consider this uncommon topic (at least with regard to sermons) from an unfamiliar place in Scripture. Turn with me to the little letter of Philemon, found just before the book of Hebrews in the New Testament. Philemon is one of four single-chapter letters in the New Testament, a series of books Chuck Swindoll calls “New Testament postcards.” This short letter, along with the books of 2 John, 3 John, and Jude, are often overlooked because of their brevity and their personal nature. We might be tempted to think that the letter to Philemon is rather insignificant since there is no great heresy or great doctrine mentioned.
 But in these twenty-five verses the apostle Paul demonstrates a trait that ought to characterize every Christian yet, tragically, does not. That characteristic is tactfulness.
What do we mean by “tact”? Webster defines it as “a keen sense of what to do or say in order to maintain good relations with others or avoid offense.”
 Another has defined tact as “getting your point across without sticking someone with it.”
 Warren Wiersbe characterizes tact as “the knack of making a point without making an enemy.”
 Yet another quips, “Tact is the ability to make someone feel at home when you wish they were.”
 But I think Swindoll gives the most comprehensive definition when he writes,
[Tact] includes having an awareness of and an appreciation for the other person’s feelings in a situation. It is dexterity in managing affairs, reconciling opposing viewpoints without giving needless offense or compromising one’s own principles.

How that is needed in our homes, our workplaces, and our churches! Yet how often is it tragically missing from those places it is most needed!

The title for this message is actually taken from another of Paul’s letters, as he writes in Ephesians 4:15 of “speaking the truth in love.”  I cannot think of a better definition of tact than this, and there is perhaps no better illustration of tact than the “postcard” to Philemon that has been preserved for us as part of God’s Word.
Dr. H. B. Hackett calls this letter “a model of delicacy and skill” in which Paul “has shown a degree of self-denial and tact in dealing with [peculiar difficulties] which, in being equal to the occasion, could hardly have been greater.”
 Another commentator writes, “On examining the text, we are immediately impressed by the tact and care with which it has been composed. Evidently Paul felt the delicate nature of his task. Yet there is nothing ‘sticky’ or awkward about it.”
 
What was the delicate situation Paul deals with in this letter? The apostle is writing this letter to Philemon, a fellow Christian who obviously came to Christ through Paul’s ministry. He is writing on behalf of Onesimus, a slave of Philemon’s who had stolen from his master and then run away. Onesimus ended up in Rome, where he met Paul and was led to salvation in Christ. Now, either on his own suggestion or at Paul’s, Onesimus is willing to return to his master.
Here is where the difficulty lay. Returning home was “easy to say, but not to do, for [he] had been guilty of one of the most serious offenses known to ancient law. He could expect only great severity, perhaps death itself.” 
 In the middle of the first century, there were an estimated sixty million Roman slaves. For fear of an uprising, slaves who escaped or rebelled were dealt with severely. Returned slaves were often crucified or, at the very least, branded on the forehead with the letter “F” for “fugitive.” Masters had complete control over the treatment of slaves, even to the point of putting them to death at will.
Paul takes on this task with “consummate tact,”
 wanting to see justice done but not at the expense of this new believer. Yet he does not want to ride roughshod over the rights of Philemon, either. How he balances all this is an exercise in tactfulness.
In order to understand (and hopefully remember) the lessons in tactfulness found in this letter, I have composed an acrostic that captures the meaning of the term:

T ruth
A nd

C ompassion
T ransmitted
Tactfulness balances truth and compassion (or love) and transmits both effectively to others. All three of these are necessary: Truth without compassion can be brutal; compassion without truth can be sentimental and sincerely wrong; while truth and compassion improperly transmitted can lose all of their effectiveness. As Christians, we are called to demonstrate all three.
Truth

Truth in any situation means an accurate survey of all the facts involved. If we have all the facts but a distorted or inaccurate view, we do not have truth. We may have partial truth, but a half-truth is a whole lie. We can choose to focus on those elements of fact which appeal to us or which prove our point, but this is not integrity. We need “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth” in our dealings with people. Cyril Barber points out,

Tact does not mean that we have to agree with everything a person says. Nor does it mean that we have to lie to keep from hurting others. Tact is based on the truth and character, and an understanding of human nature. It involves knowing how to approach people, and how to make our requests known.

How is truth evident in the letter to Philemon? Notice how Paul relates the truth with regard to relationships. The first seven verses deal with the past partnership and friendship Paul enjoyed with Philemon. Sometimes when we confront someone or must request something, we barge right in to the point. Paul does not. He is in no hurry; he recognizes the good times of the past and thanks Philemon for being a good friend.
Do we practice this? Do we let people know that we appreciate them? This is especially true in our closest relationships, where our contact is nearly constant. When was the last time we told our spouse how much we appreciated them and all they do for us? How about our children? Our parents? Our brothers and sisters? Isn’t it easier to become irritable and pick on every little thing that annoys us?
The same is true in the church family. Swindoll says, “Some people feel they have the gift of criticism, and they exercise it faithfully. That’s not a spiritual gift; it’s a bad habit.”
 Whenever we point out another’s faults or mistakes without also praising the positive, we are not being truthful in our dealings, for we are ignoring part of the facts.
This is not to suggest that we flatter people, either. Flattery is not true praise for it is selfish in nature. This is “not building someone up to get something from them, but true expression of praise.”
 Notice how Paul does this: he thanks God for Philemon. “Christian praise is never…flattery, and at its best it will always, as here, be given to God rather than to the individual, though in the individual’s hearing and for his benefit.”

Not only did Paul convey truth regarding his relationship with Philemon, but also with regard to Onesimus. In those days slaves were considered property without any intrinsic value. Yet Paul saw this runaway as a soul for whom Jesus died, and he shared Christ with him. He even calls Onesimus, “my son in the faith,” which makes this whole occasion difficult, as he writes, “I would have liked to keep him with me” (13).
But it is the relationship between Onesimus and Philemon that the truthfulness of the apostle shines forth. Paul acknowledges that Onesimus had done Philemon wrong by stealing from him and running away. He even uses a wordplay on the name “Onesimus,” which meant “useful,” as he says in verse 11, “Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me.”  Paul does not fail to acknowledge the truth of Onesimus’ actions.
Nor does he minimize the responsibility Onesimus has to his master. He does not say, “Well, Onesimus, you used to be a slave. But now that you have Christ, you are a new creature! You are free to go!” Oh, no. Restitution is an important part of repentance and Paul handles this situation with integrity and truthfulness. Paul does not try to whitewash the past and sweep it under the rug. Onesimus must return to his master and make right what he had done wrong, though Paul offers to pay for any damages done himself.
Compassion

While Paul accurately addresses the situation, he does so with compassion and love. Truth by itself, as we have mentioned, can be brutal. We need to temper the truth with compassion. Truth is what we say; compassion is how we say it. Tact is the ability to deal with others without creating offense. It involves the knack of saying and doing the right thing in the right way at the right time and in the right place. It involves having an intimate understanding of human nature and a genuine concern for the feelings of others.

Love is one of those words that our society throws around quite loosely. What is meant when the Bible speaks of love? Perhaps no other passage speaks to the subject of love better than 1 Corinthians 13. Paul begins this chapter, “If I speak with the tongues of men and angels, but have not love, I am only a resounding gong or a clanging symbol.”  He could have said just as accurately, “If I speak nothing but the truth and have not love, I have done nothing.” Love is so important that it can carry what is right, while the absence of it dooms even the truthful and most accurate.
Paul then describes love beginning in verse four: 

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It is not rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.”

Compare this description of love and the manner with which Paul writes to Philemon:
“love is patient”
Paul patiently writes, not barging in to the subject
“love is kind”
Paul offers to pay Onesimus’ debt
“love does not envy”
Paul does not keep Onesimus for himself
“love does not boast”
Paul does not force his authority on Philemon
“love is not rude”
Paul does nothing without Philemon’s consent
Paul is practicing in this letter to Philemon what he wrote to the Corinthians. He is “speaking the truth in love.” Notice in verses 8-9 that Paul could have used his apostolic authority to command Philemon to do what he wanted. But instead, “he is making appeal to Philemon’s compassion rather than to his conscience.”
 Compassion was foremost in his writing.
Transmitted

Finally, tact requires good transmission of the message. We may be accurate and we may be compassionate, but without proper communication, truth and love will fall short of the mark.
The book of Proverbs has much to say about communicating with others. In Proverbs 16:23-24 we read, “A wise man’s heart guides his mouth, and his lips promote instruction. Pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the bones.” The wise man, according to this text, thinks before he speaks. His words are positive and uplifting, not negative and downgrading. Is this true of our speech, or do we think we have the spiritual gift of criticism, as mentioned earlier?
Paul followed this instruction in his letter to Philemon. His words are well chosen and thought out. Every sentence of this letter is written in a positive tone, even though the subject matter Paul deals with is less than positive. As mentioned previously, Paul phrases his request in the form of an appeal rather than a decree, though he had the spiritual authority to direct Philemon to do his wishes. Paul refrained from applying any outward pressure that would force Philemon to act in a particular way. Paul’s courtesy and tact is a lesson to all who have delicate relationships to manage.

Furthermore, consider the timing of Paul’s request. Proverbs 27:14 states, “If a man loudly blesses his neighbor early in the morning, it will be taken as a curse.”  How true! Even the right word at the wrong time can be ineffective. Paul wrote this letter at the same time he wrote the letter to the Colossians, which was Philemon’s home church. He could have tacked on this request at the end of Colossians, to be read by the whole congregation, putting Philemon on the spot. Instead, Paul handled this matter more personally, directing his request privately. When we must handle a delicate situation, we must also follow this lead, as Christ commanded in Matthew 18, to deal privately. Timing is an important element of tact.

I would also add the element of simplicity in the transmission of tact. Say what you mean; mean what you say. Use words that are easily understood, not words that can be misconstrued or misinterpreted. Think before you speak.
Paul wrote in Colossians 4:6, “Let your speech be always with grace seasoned with salt.” Christians ought to be known as people of tact As Graham Scroggie comments about Philemon, “The tact of the apostle is consummate, and it is set before us not only to be admired but also to be emulated.”
 He goes on to add, “The cultivation by us of this quality would not only make all our work so much easier of accomplishment but would commend so much more to the world the Gospel which we are called to adorn.”

Do we “speak the truth in love”? Do we exercise the kind of tact which is truth and love transmitted? The world will know that we are Christians by our love, and often our love is displayed by what we say.
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