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Let us pray 

Lord, open our ears and hearts to your word for us 

today. It is your message we want to take away 

with us. Amen. 

 

 Sixteen finalists, ranging in age from 11 to 

14, remained out of 515 contestants in the Scrips 

National Spelling Bee. Many of the final spelling 

words were ones many of us would have to admit 

we couldn’t spell or define or pronounce. At least, 

I admit that. It was considered one of the most 

intense competitions in the bee’s century-long 

history. 

 One of the finalists was 14-year-old Karthik 

Nemmani from Texas. He showed remarkable 

poise throughout the contest, standing with his 

arms clasped behind his back as he spelled: 

“Condottiere,” meaning a knight or roving soldier 

available for hire; “Miarolitic,” of igneous rock; 

“Cendre,” a moderate blue; and “Ankyloglossia,” 

limited normal movement of the tongue. He 

spelled every word perfectly.  

 They were down to two finalists when the 

other misspelled “bewusstseinslage.” It was time 

for Nemmani’s final word to be declared the 

winner. The word was “koinonia,” a word meaning 

spiritual communion. He spelled it correctly and 

was declared champion of the 2018 National 

Scrips Spelling Bee. 

 Koinonia is the Greek word Paul used in his 

letter to his friend Philemon. “I pray that your 

[koinonia] may be effective in deepening your 

understanding of every good thing we share for 

the sake of Christ.” (Philemon 6) In the NIV and 

Common English Bible, koinonia is translated 

‘partnership with us in the faith.’ The New 

American Standard writes ‘fellowship of your 

faith.’ The New Revised Standard translates it 

‘sharing of your faith.’ All are correct. And, 

koinonia means more. 

 Koinonia means sharing, contributing, 

fellowship, spiritual communion and more. I like 

the translation ‘partnership of your faith’ because I 

feel it communicates sharing that partnership, 

contributing to the partnership, enjoying 

fellowship in the partnership and experiencing 

spiritual communion in partnership. Koinonia 

expresses a togetherness. It is what the church is 

meant to be at the heart. It is so much deeper and 

richer than any one-word translation in English. 

John Stott, an evangelical scholar, wrote, 

koinonia refers to “what we have in common and 

what we share as Christian men and women and 
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young people. Koinonia expresses what we share 

in together, what we have received together, what 

we participate in together.” 

 You may not have known how to spell 

koinonia, but, what’s more important, is do you 

know how to live koinonia? 

 Paul’s letter to Philemon is a personal letter. 

His other letters included in the cannon of the 

Bible were letters to churches to be read aloud to 

the whole body. In this letter, Paul sends grace and 

peace to Philemon and a few others believed to be 

members of his household and to the church that 

meets in Philemon’s home. It is believed that the 

greeting is meant for all, but that the letter was 

meant for Philemon personally. Because this little 

personal letter is packed with richness of what it 

means to be the church together, it merited 

inclusion in the Bible.  

 Somehow the apostle Paul and Onesimus 

connected and Onesimus came to know and follow 

Jesus. Exactly what his relationship was to 

Philemon isn’t completely clear. In verse 16, Paul 

asks Philemon to receive Onesimus not as a slave 

but as a brother in Christ. Many scholars believe 

Onesimus was a runaway slave and that he may 

have stolen from his master because in verse 18, 

Paul offers to pay for anything Onesimus might 

owe.  

 However, another thought is that Onesimus 

is a younger brother who would not inherit any 

land. As an ‘unlanded’ sibling, he could have 

experienced a slave-like existence. He may have 

stolen from his older brother and run off, but Paul 

wants him forgiven as one redeemed by Christ’s 

love. 

 Whether Onesimus was a slave or a prodigal 

brother doesn’t really matter for the lesson of 

koinonia. Either way, Paul wants his reconciliation 

to be complete. That’s the call of koinonia. Paul 

models stepping in for the least and the lost and 

seeking full restoration. 

 Koinonia as opening our hearts to others 

Paul prays that Philemon’s koinonia, “be 

effective in deepening your understanding of 

every good thing we share for the sake of 

Christ. Your love has given me great joy and 

encouragement, because you, brother, have 

refreshed the hearts of the Lord’s people.” 

(Philemon 6-7) Philemon has already given Paul 

great joy and encouragement through his koinonia. 

Because of his close sharing, or partnership, the 

hearts of the Lord’s people have been refreshed. 

Now Paul prays Philemon will go even deeper in 

understanding the good they share in Christ by 

embracing his slave or prodigal brother, not as 

property, but as an equal because of Christ.  
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 Paul wants Philemon to break through the 

cultural norm. Whether that norm is that of slave 

and master or that of older brother, who inherits 

all, and younger ‘unlanded’ brother, Paul 

encouraged Philemon to move past that to equality 

in Christ even comparing it to the richness of their 

relationship. Paul wrote, “So if you consider me a 

partner, welcome him as you would welcome 

me.” (Philemon 17) He was asking Philemon to 

see Onesimus on a par with his good friend Paul! 

 Koinonia in Christ invites us to drop cultural 

barriers. If we are one in Christ, we must move 

beyond racial and economic discrimination. Jesus 

reached out to poor and wealthy alike. He 

ministered to any who had need, even touching 

lepers. He opened the church for men and women 

to share in leading, learning, worshiping together. 

Jesus came to pay the penalty of sin for all, Jews 

and Gentiles. He really was radical. 

 Koinonia as conversations in love and 

humility 

 Paul and Philemon weren’t on the same 

page. They weren’t in agreement on this matter. 

But Paul spoke out of love, not anger, saying, “I 

prefer to appeal to you on the basis of love. It is 

as none other than Paul—an old man and now 

also a prisoner of Christ Jesus.” (Philemon 9) 

Paul stepped out of his authority as a leader of the 

faith and presented a very humble side. 

 This is how we are called to speak with 

those who differ from us on matters. 

 Paul also wanted to keep Onesimus with 

him, “But I did not want to do anything without 

your consent, so that any favor you do would 

not seem forced but would be voluntary.” 

(Philemon 14) Just as Jesus gives us free will, free 

choice, Paul gave his friend free choice. Philemon 

could act on Paul’s letter or punish or reject 

Onesimus.  

 Koinonia as spiritual communion, living out 

of Christ 

 As Christians, we are connected to God and 

to each other, sharing the Christian faith. We are 

redeemed and forgiven because Jesus went to the 

cross on behalf of all of us. We are called to 

remember that each of us is a new person, restored 

and made whole by Christ. Paul wanted Philemon 

to remember his own forgiveness and choose to 

extend it to Onesimus. Onesimus is a new man in 

Christ. They have spiritual communion. “Perhaps 

the reason he was separated from you for a 

little while was that you might have him back 

forever—no longer as a slave, but better than a 

slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me 

but even dearer to you, both as a fellow man 

and as a brother in the Lord.” (Philemon 15-16) 

 Spiritual communion is more than 

fellowship. It is more than lunch together or 
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enjoying treats after worship. It is sharing in 

everything we do together, receive together, and 

participate in together. We know spiritual 

communion now as we share in the loss of Tom 

and of Mary. We share together in sorrows and in 

our joys. When we share together in Holy 

Communion, receiving the cup and the bread, we 

are sharing in the spiritual meal that connects us to 

Christ as one body. This is koinonia. 

 Koinonia as authentic commitment to one 

another 

 Paul put his money where his mouth was. 

He was willing to do whatever it took to help 

Onesimus be restored, saying, “If he has done you 

any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to 

me.” (Philemon 18) 

How willing are we to go the extra mile for 

someone? Are we ready to set aside our plans 

when someone needs us? Are we ready to give our 

time and sit with someone while their loved one 

has surgery? Are we willing to give up our 

finances to help another? 

Drew Dyck in The Last Bastion of 

Fellowship wrote, “We are not computers. We 

need personal connections. We draw life from the 

sight of a smile, the touch of a loved one, being 

embraced, feeling someone’s hand on ours. These 

bolster our psychological and physiological health. 

But such experiences cannot be programmed, 

downloaded or e-mailed… 

“The only hope I see for our shrinking world 

and growing loneliness is an ancient establishment, 

one instituted by a homeless Jew and carried to the 

world by sandaled feet. By fulfilling its mandate, 

the church can counter the trend toward isolation 

and loneliness.” —Drew Dyck, “The last bastion 

of fellowship,” The PRISM E-Pistle, November 

24, 2004. 

Our challenge, both as individuals and as a 

church, is to be committed to koinonia. We may 

not be able to spell it or pronounce it, but we need 

to live it. We can’t be indifferent or halfhearted in 

mission and ministry. We need to be fully invested 

in opening our hearts to one another, in 

conversations that stem from love and humility, in 

spiritual communion, and authentic commitment to 

one another. When we do this, we remain 

connected to God and to each other. We share our 

faith in the good ministries Christ invites us to 

accomplish and in mutually beneficial 

relationships. 

May we and our church live koinonia. 

 

Let us pray 

Lord, may we truly be a koinonia community as 

we grow closer to you and serve you. Amen. 


