
Talking to Your Brother About 
Doing the Right Thing

Introduction
• We know we need to do the right thing

• If we love people, we will want them to do the right thing.
• If they are ignorant, we should tell them to do the right thing.
• If they are being rebellious, we should tell them to do the right thing.

• However,
• Telling people what to do can be offensive.
• With good intentions, we tell people what they should do, but sometimes it just makes 

them mad.
• We need to tell people what to do regardless of how they will respond.

• But,
• If we really love them, we will really want them to do the right thing.
• So we want to speak to them in a way that will make them want to listen and change 

rather than just get mad.
• How do we do that?
• We need to be careful and thoughtful to speak to them in a way where they will have 

less to be mad about.
• Being mad is like a wall that blocks the person from honestly hearing the words you are 

speaking.  If their anger keeps them from hearing the words, they won’t make any 
changes.

• EX: You are a pretty new Christian.  You tell your christian brother that some old friends 
are wanting you to go a party.  You’re brother immediately says, “How can you even 
think about doing that?  I thought you were better than that?  You need to question 
whether you’re really committed to Christ!”.

• EX: You feel like you try pretty hard to dress modestly, but a woman from church that 
you never spend time with comes up to you and says, “I don’t know how you can call 
yourself a Christian and wear that!”, and then she walks away.

• In both examples, the person is someone who is wanting to grow, and even though they 
were told to do the right thing, it was told with assumptions, accusations, and little 
consideration.  Instead of taking the words seriously, it’s likely the person would be more 
focused on the crassness of the words spoken.  

• This inconsiderate approach isn’t helpful, and will not likely produce a positive change.

• When speaking to people, we need to be thoughtful and considerate so they don’t have 
reason to be mad at a us.  If they can’t be mad about something that you’re doing, they 
will then just focus on the teaching.
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• How do we do this?
• The book of Philemon gives us a good example and good advice on how to tell our 

brothers to do the right thing.

1-3: The book of Philemon
• Some time on his trips, Paul met Philemon.  
• Philemon was a Christian and good friend of Paul’s.
• Paul is writing this letter because he wants to tell Philemon something he should do. 

• The issue:
• Philemon had a servant named Onesimus.
• Onesimus ran away from his master costing him money and labor.  Onesimus possibly 

stole from Philemon as well.
• While in prison, Paul meets Onesimus and converts him to Christ.

• The “Right Thing to Do”:
• Paul is requesting that Philemon forgive this servant who had wronged him, and accept 

him back as a servant and Christian brother without punishment.

• Why this would be difficult for Onesimus to do:
• Philemon might have difficulty forgiving Onesimus.
• The church might have difficulty forgiving Onesimus.
• Onesimus might be afraid to return to his master.

• Application: 
• Sometimes, we need to tell people to do the right thing.
• So let’s do that, but let’s make sure we do it in a helpful way.

• Let’s now consider look at how Paul goes about telling Philemon what he ought to do.

1. 4-7: Offer meaningful compliments
• What Paul does:

• Before he gets into the issue, he offers meaningful compliments:
• He has love and faith toward Jesus and the church.
• He refreshes the hearts of the saints with his love.

• Why Paul does this:
• Paul was showing that he loved Philemon.
• Paul was showing that he saw the good in Philemon.
• This starts the conversation positively which will make it easier for Philemon to 

receive the message since he knows it’s spoken with love.

• Application
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• Before we tell someone what they ought to do, compliment some positive things 
about them.

• This shows we love them.
• They will listen more if they know it’s coming out of love.
• People are less likely to listen to someone who doesn’t love them.

• This shows we see the good that they are doing.
• If we only tell people what they need to do, but we never compliment the good 

they’ve already done, it will make them feel like all their effort is pointless.
• Nothing is more discouraging than feeling like nothing we do is good enough 

[*PARENTS!].
• Compliment the good already done before talking about the good that needs to 

be done.

2. 8-11: Ask before telling
• What Paul does:

• As an apostle, he can just tell Philemon what to do, but instead, he asks Philemon to 
do the right thing.

• Why Paul does this:
• This shows more respect for Philemon.
• He trusts that Philemon will do it, so instead of telling with authority, he asks politely.

• Application:
• Instead of immediately telling people what to do, ask them to do it.

• Telling is like a presumption they won’t do it.  That’s offensive.
• You won’t do this, so I have to tell you to do it!
• Well, yeah I would do that.  Why didn’t you just ask me to?

• Asking them means they can choose do it by their own will.
• If you tell them, it’s like they HAVE TO do it because YOU told them to.
• Asking them to means they will do it because THEY CHOOSE to.

3. 12-14: Be willing to compromise or make sacrifices
• What Paul does:

• Paul wants to keep Onesimus for his own spiritual purposes, but knows he should 
make the sacrifice and send him back home.

• Paul is expressing his willingness to sacrifice and compromise

• Why Paul does this:
• Paul is asking Philemon to do something difficult, so Paul manifests his own 

willingness to do something difficult as well.
• Philemon will be more willing to do the right thing when he sees Paul’s example of 

doing the right thing.
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• Application:
• If we are asking our brother to make a big sacrifice and do the right thing, we should 

find ways to show that we are willing to do the same.
• If you aren’t practicing what you preach, they aren’t likely to receive the message.
• EX: I don’t wear tank tops because I don’t think my Christian sisters should.  Most 

wouldn’t think it’s immodest for a guy to wear a tank top (I do, I asked around), but 
because I really want my sisters to be modest, I try to show them that I’m willing to 
make sacrifices to be modest as well.

4. 15-16: Have convincing reasons
• What Paul does:

• Paul argues that God could’ve been behind Onesimus’ rebellion so that he would 
become a brother in Christ.

• Why Paul did this:
• It would be hard to justify being mad at Onesimus if God was providentially working to 

save his soul.

• Application:
• If we are going to ask our brother to do something difficult, we should spend time 

thinking of helpful words that can convince him that it’s the right thing to do.
• You can’t just tell them what to do.  You need to be prepared to tell them WHY they 

need to do it.  

5. 17-20: Take personal responsibility
• What Paul does

• Paul commits to pay back whatever Onesimus owes Philemon.

• Why Paul does this:
• Forgiving Onesimus would be challenging, so Paul is willing to make a sacrifice to help 

with the financial obstacles.
• With the financial loss out of the way, it would be much easier for Philemon to forgive 

Onesimus.

• Application:
• It’s not always enough to just tell someone to do the right thing.  Sometimes we need 

to take personal responsibility to make it easier for them to do the right thing.
• EX: If you’re telling someone that they need to go to church on Sundays, maybe you 

should ask if they need help getting there.

6. 19: Live a giving life
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• What Paul does:
• Paul mentions that Philemon owes Paul himself as well.
• Paul has lived a life of giving, and Philemon has been the recipient of Paul’s kindness 

in the past.

• Why Paul did that:
• Paul had a history of helping Philemon, and that will make him more likely to take 

Paul’s words seriously.

• Application:
• If we have a history of being kind givers to people, they will be more likely to take our 

words more seriously.
• Should we expect others to do what we say if we’ve never done anything for them?
• EX: If someone is angry at their brother, as you tell them that they need to forgive their 

brother, you could talk about the time that you forgave them for something.

7. 21: Expect the best from your brother
• What Paul does:

• Paul speaks confidently that he anticipates Philemon will exceed his expectations. 

• Why Paul does this:
• This is showing respect.  
• Paul expecting the best from Philemon shows his respect and admiration for 

Philemon’s character.  

• Application:
• Acting like we don’t expect them to do the right thing is assuming that they’re bad 

people, and that can be offensive.
• Instead, hearten them by showing your trust that they will do the right thing.

8. 22-25: Be a friend
• What Paul does:

• Paul talks about plans to come spend time with Philemon soon.

• Why Paul does this:
• Paul is friends with Philemon.
• Even though Paul is telling Philemon the right thing to do, he doesn’t expect this to 

come in between their friendship.
• Paul shows that he expects their friendship to continue as normal.

• Application:
• We need to be friends, not bosses. People are more likely to carefully listen to friends.
• If we never spend time together as friends, how can I expect you to know that I’m 

telling you what you should do because I genuinely care for you?
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• The friendship lays the foundation and gives strength to our words.
• EX: 

• After we talk, we need to continue being friends.
• Even though telling your brother the right thing to do can be awkward, it shouldn’t 

hinder our friendships.
• Continue to act like a friend before and after talking to your brother.
• EX: You talk to your brother about what he should do, but then you don’t speak for the 

next week because it’s awkward.  That just prolongs the problem and makes them less 
likely to take your words seriously.

Conclusion
• If we love each other, we will want each other to do the right thing, so we will talk to each other 

about it.
• However, we know that it’s difficult to be told what to do, so we should do our best to make our 

message as receivable as possible.  
• Take the time to make sure you are being fair and reasonable so that people, instead of being 

offended about something you did, are likely to instead hear your words and take them 
seriously.  

• This is important, because this is what will help bring about change.  That’s what we really 
want.

• But in the end, it’s up to the listener if they want to receive your words or not, because some 
people will get angry no matter how perfectly you speak to them.

• To the listeners:
• We’ve been talking about how the people talking should conduct themselves.
• Now a quick message to the listeners.
• It doesn’t matter how the person speaks to you.  If they are right, you have the obligation to 

follow what they say.
• EX: They come to you upset that you’ve been saying mean things, so they say, “You’re ugly!  

You should stop saying mean things you jerk!”  Even though they are being a hypocrite, 
they’re still right, and you still need to listen.

• How often are you angry when someone speaks to you about what you should do?
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