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Philemon 

 Philemon was supposed to be concentrating on the worship service taking place in his 
living room. The regular Sunday group was present, men and women from all over Colossae, 
people from every sort of background: rich and poor, Jew and Gentile. Every Sunday they came 
to Philemon’s home for worship and the dinner that followed. His home was the obvious choice. 
He was definitely the wealthiest member of the house church. He had made his money in 
textiles, and had a villa in the nice part of town, plenty big enough to house the little 
congregation. So he generously opened his heart and his home every week. Sure he ended up 
with a bit of a mess when the people left after dinner, but he didn’t mind. He had slaves to clean 
it up. Actually, it was one of his slaves that was distracting him this morning as he worshiped. 
The worship leader was in the middle of his sermon and all Philemon could think about was 
Onesimus. Onesimus had been his slave for the last four years and he had always treated the boy 
well.  He gave him food. He gave him shelter. He never beat him. But just last spring, shortly 
after his 19th birthday, Onesimus suddenly skipped town. He ran from Philemon’s home, 
disappeared from the city and no one had seen him since.  He did not leave empty handed. Some 
expensive clothes, and a decent sum of money had left town with him. It was a serious crime, 
and more than that, on a personal level Philemon was hurt by what had happened. And now as 
the service went on, Philemon kept gnawing on the memory of what Onesimus had done. 
 The Lord’s Supper service was starting. Philemon recited the familiar words of the 
liturgy: “We praise you Lord Jesus Christ, for you have set us free from sin and opened up the 
way to eternal life.” Philemon mouthed the words, but his thoughts went toward what his 
colleagues at the marketplace had told him when they heard about what Onesimus had done. One 
of his friends blamed him for what happened. “You’re way too soft on your slaves Philemon! 
That Jesus stuff is making you soft. You’ve got to beat them once in a while or they’ll start 
getting ideas. You’ve got to show them who’s boss.” Another friend had urged him to hire a 
private investigator to go out and find the rebel slave, bring him home to face charges. That 
friend thought that slaves like Onesimus needed to be made an example.  Execution was the only 
option. And certainly Roman law gave Philemon that option. He had the right.  Under the law he 
could make Onesimus pay. The service continued. “We who are many are one body, for we all 
share of the same loaf,” said the liturgist. Philemon was wondering what he should do. He knew 
the law, he knew his rights. His friends seemed to have no problem with execution, but somehow 
executing the boy didn’t sit well with him.  What was the matter with him!? Why was it that he 
felt differently? Communion was nearly over. “Take, eat remember and believe that the blood of 
Jesus was given for the complete forgiveness of all your sins,” said the liturgist. Philemon raised 
the cup and he drank. 
 He was still chewing on the Onesimus problem that afternoon, when a messenger arrived 
at his door and handed him a letter. It was from Paul! His friend and spiritual mentor. Paul had 
led him to the faith and taught him the ways of Jesus. Philemon knew that Paul was now in jail in 
Ephesus and had been for a while, it was a surprise and an honor to get a letter from him. 
Philemon tore it open, and this is what it said. (Read letter of Philemon.) Can you hear what Paul 
is asking Philemon to do with Onesimus? Can you hear what Paul wants the master to do for his 
runaway slave? Apparently, when Onesimus ran, he ran straight to Paul. We don’t know why, 



 

maybe he had admired Paul when Paul came to visit the house, but whatever the reason, this 
slave who was not a Christian yet ran to Ephesus where Paul was, and looked for the apostle’s 
help. Even though he was in jail, Paul took Onesimus under his wing, witnessed to him, and 
Onesimus became a Christian. After his conversion, the young slave became Paul’s assistant, 
helping him while he was in chains. Paul speaks in glowing terms about the boy. Calls him his 
son. So now Paul is asking Philemon, not only to refrain from beating Onesimus, not only is Paul 
asking Philemon to refrain from executing Onesimus, he’s asking Philemon to open his arms 
wide and welcome him home, welcome him home not just a slave, but better than a slave, a 
brother. In effect, Paul is asking Philemon to perform a reenactment of the parable of the 
prodigal son. The boy who stole from you comes home, and instead of thrashing him and turning 
him away, you throw your arms around him, kill the fatted calf and start a party. And not only 
that, Paul even goes beyond asking Philemon to welcome Onesimus back, he is even so bold as 
to hint that Philemon might want to set the boy free. Paul says, suggestively, in verse 13 “I 
would have liked to keep him here with me, but I did not want to do anything without your 
consent, so that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced.”  Hint, hint. And then in 
verse 21, after directly requesting Onesimus be welcomed as a brother, he says, “Confident of 
your obedience, I write to you that you will do even more than I ask.”  Hint, hint. There is no 
command to release the runaway slave, but the implication is clear.  
 Playing the role of the older brother in this re-enactment would be all of Philemon’s 
friends and fellow slave owners.  You can only imagine their reaction when they find out that 
Philemon plans to throw a party for a runaway slave. “So Philemon, I hear they found your 
runaway and he’s on his way home.” “Yeah, they found him, he should be back soon.” “So what 
are you going to do with him, are you going to string him up, or just thrash him to within an inch 
of his life. “Actually I was thinking of throwing a party and treating him like my long lost 
brother” “A party! Have you lost your mind!!? Next thing you’ll tell me is that you plan to 
release him. “Well, actually...”“Philemon! You can’t treat a rebellious slave that way!  Think of 
the precedent!  Think of the message that sends.  How will the other slaves react?  How will you 
keep the other slaves in line!?  What will happen to the institution of slavery if people follow you 
example?!” 
 Well, that is exactly the question isn’t it? If the gospel makes men and women act this 
way slavery probably won’t be able to stand. Paul is calling Philemon to a simple act of personal 
forgiveness. Paul is calling Philemon to an ordinary act of grace. And yet that act of forgiveness 
and grace will have powerful implications not only for Philemon’s household, but also for the 
whole community. It will be deeply unsettling for the institution of slavery in that city. Many 
people have criticized the Bible for not coming out more directly and forcefully against the great 
social evils of its day. The Bible doesn’t say, “Thou shalt not keep slaves. Set them all free at 
once.”  Jesus doesn’t preach direct, sudden, violent social revolution. And yet when you give 
yourself to Jesus. When you put him at the center of your life. When you eat and drink regularly 
at this table. When you hear how Jesus met the sins of the world with the grace and forgiveness 
of the cross, you will find that your social and political world will slowly be upended. This isn’t 
a gospel you can simply contain in your private heart, it has public implications. This grace goes 
out into the world and quietly, humbly, peacefully, smashes evil to smithereens. When Jesus 
gave up his last breath on the cross, he deliberately and explicitly rejected the power of the 
sword, and the power of violent revolution. But it is no wonder that the earth shook when he 
died, because the grace unleashed on the world at that moment was still revolutionary.   



 

 Christ-like compassion still has public power. It still has the power to work a quiet 
revolution. In his book “The Grapes of Wrath”, John Steinbeck has a scene which illustrates how 
small personal acts of mercy can work powerful change.  Grapes of Wrath is set in the middle of 
the depression and it follows the plight of displaced Oklahomans (Okies) who are forced to leave 
their state and travel west to find food and work. They were a desperate group of refugees, and 
they were mostly despised by everyone they met. In one scene, Steinbeck tells us about what 
happens when a starving Okie man and his two young children enter a diner along the highway 
on their way west. They are hungry and they only have 10 cents to spend on food. They want to 
buy a loaf of bread for a dime because they can’t really afford anything on the diner menu. Inside 
the diner there is Mae, the woman behind the counter, Al the owner in the kitchen, and two 
truckers who have stopped for a cup of coffee. At first Mae the counter lady says no, forget it, 
we’re not a grocery store. It’s the middle of the depression and she’s in a mode of self-
protection, self-preservation.  She clings to her prerogatives. She won’t show compassion. But 
then Al the owner yells from the kitchen and says, “Give them the bread Mae!”  Al has 
compassion on the hungry man and his two small children. As the Okie is paying his dime for 
the bread, a penny falls out on the counter.  He picks it up and looks at some candy on the 
counter on the counter and asks, “Ma’am, are those penny candy.”  Stienbeck writes, “The little 
boys raised their eyes to her face and they stopped breathing.” Mae hesitates and says, “Oh no 
them candies is two for a penny.”  The man puts his copper on the counter and Mae held out two 
big sticks of candy to the two boys. They took them reverently back to their decrepit car. After 
the Okies had left, one of the truck driver sitting at the counter said, “Mae, those candies weren’t 
two for a penny, they were a nickel apiece!!!”  Mae tells him to mind his own business and he 
just smiles.  And when the two truckers finish their coffee and leave the diner they leave two 
shiny half dollars as their tip, which in those days was like dropping a couple of twenties. Do you 
see what happened there!? The diner starts off in a Spirit of self-preservation and self-interest. 
And then one act of compassion creates a quiet revolution. Al gives the bread. Mae gives the 
candy. The truckers leave their tip. Compassion grows, and everything in that diner is changed. 
In Christ, a compassion and grace far deeper than the compassion of the Diner has been started in 
the world. And when we live out of that compassion and grace, our small acts of grace can bear 
tremendous fruit, even in this fearful, self-protecting world. 
 We don’t know for sure what Philemon did in response to Paul’s letter. Did he welcome 
Onesimus back with open arms? Did he do even more than Paul asked and set him free? We 
have no certainty here. But there is this tantalizing bit of information: the first bishop of Ephesus 
was identified as someone named Onesimus. And where would Onesimus have been sent if 
Philemon chose to release him?  To Ephesus, where Paul was.  Bishop Onesimus wasn’t just the 
first bishop of Ephesus, according to some he was the one who first collected the letters of Paul 
for future generations. Are bishop Onesimus and the slave Onesimus one in the same person? 
We don’t know for sure. But I imagine Onesimus coming home and Philemon embracing the boy 
and calling him brother. I imagine him giving the slave his freedom, sending him back to 
Ephesus to be with Paul.  I imagine the 19 year old boy growing in the knowledge and love of 
God and becoming the bishop of that town and collecting the letters of his mentor, maybe even 
this one that meant so much to him. And I imagine a church service at which a much older 
Philemon is sitting at table with bishop Onesimus, and when the Lord Supper comes, the former 
slave holds out the cup for his old master and he says, “Take drink remember and believe, that 
Christ’s blood was shed for the complete forgiveness of all of our sins.”  
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