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I. Introduction 
 A.   We all have a biblical-cultural faith and God’s faithful commitment to us is to   
  transform us over time to have a purely biblical faith - to have the mind of Christ. 
 B.   Background: slavery and the Roman Empire 
  1.   Slaves made up about 40% of the Roman population (the other 60% ranged  
   from the extreme poor to the wealthy). 
  2.   The treatment of slaves ranged from brutal (captured and criminals) to respectable 

(educated as doctors, teachers, public servants, law enforcement) 
  3.   Household slaves were often better off than free-born poor. 
  4.   Slaves sometimes owned slaves. 
  5.   It was possible for slaves to buy or be granted their freedom. 
  6.   Runaway slaves could be dealt with any way the owner chose - even death. 
**The culture of the Roman Empire placed different inherent value on different people.  
Slaves had value only as far as they were useful - slavery is slavery no matter the context. 
II. Philemon’s Christianity 
 A.   Verses 8-9 
  1.   Accordingly = “Because of who you are and because of your relationship with 

Jesus ...” 
  2.   Apostolic authority vs. koinonia influence 
   a.   Paul had the right and the authority to command Philemon, however, he 

recognized that his rights and authority were not the pathway to  Philemon’s 
heart and his transformation. 

   b. Our fellowship (more than a meal; oneness) in Christ is greater than any law or 
legislation or command. 

   c.   “For love’s sake”: Love is fundamental to the Christian ethic and makes 
Christian ethics something that is open ended and incalculable -  it lacks a 
definitive metric (see Good Sam). 

**Paul knew the best way to change a culture (whether corporate or individual) of inequality, 
dehumanization, and injustice was to change the hearts of those who perpetuate it. 
Governing authorities can legalize things but we choose to exercise those freedoms. If we 
refuse to participate then we may change hearts. 
 B.  Verses 10-12 
  1.   Onesimus =“useful”, a common name given to slaves in hope that they would  
   live up to their name’s meaning; not necessarily a designation of value 
  2.   Appeal on behalf not of the “old” Onesimus but the new, born again one (idea of 

new creation) 
  3.   Verse 11: play on words/name 
   a.   Onesimus’ new birth has transformed his character. 



 

 

   b.   Slaves from that region had a bad reputation - apparently Onesimus was not 
terribly valuable as a slave. 

   c.   But, in Christ, that all changed! 
  4.   “I am sending him back to you ...” 
   a.   Expected, “Onesimus has done his time and repented of any wrongs he has 

committed and has decided to return to you in humility.” 
   b.   Focus is on Paul’s experience and the truth of the Gospel - Onesimus shares 

my heart! 
 C.  Verses 13-14 
  1.   Onesimus was a great help, encouragement, and partner for Paul. 
  2.   Paul could have kept Onesimus with him but out of love and mutual submission 

(Ephesians 5:15-21), Paul considers Philemon. 
“Look carefully then how you walk, not as unwise but as wise, making the best use of the time, 
because the days are evil. Therefore do not be foolish, but understand what the will of the 
Lord is. And do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery, but be filled with the Spirit, 
addressing one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making 
melody to the Lord with your heart, giving thanks always and for everything to God the Father 
in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, submitting to one another out of reverence for 
Christ.” 
   a.   Deuteronomy 23:15-16 
“"You shall not give up to his master a slave who has escaped from his master to you. He shall 
dwell with you, in your midst, in the place that he shall choose within one of your towns, 
wherever it suits him. You shall not wrong him.” 
   b.  Paul’s goal was not simply to demand a behavior but to change Philemon’s 

heart - move him toward a more pure belief. 
  3.   Philemon’s legal rights 
   a.   Philemon had the right to do anything he wanted with Onesimus. 
   b.   Not once does Paul reference Philemon’s legal options. 
   c.   Q: Do we live by the laws/rights of our society or do we live by the expectation 

of the community of faith as established in the Word of God? 
**Paul wants Philemon’s eyes to be opened and see Onesimus as Jesus sees him, a brother in 
Christ who bears the Image of God and is in-dwelt by the Holy Spirit. 
 D.   Philemon’s biblical-cultural faith 
  1.   Greco-Roman culture 
   a.   May have treated Onesimus well enough but did not view him the same way 

God views him. Christianity goes beyond our outward behavior, it transforms 
our very beliefs about everything - I can treat someone well enough, but if I still 
don’t see them as God sees them then there’s a problem. 

   b.   Onesimus ... 
    1)  has no rights; he’s not my equal. 
    2)  is by nature meant to serve me. 
    3)  betrayed me and therefore can never be trusted . 



 

 

**We can adhere to a good moral code on the outside while harboring a sinful mindset that 
will eventually manifest. 
  2.   Paul’s challenge to Philemon: “Philemon, your view of people is deeply wrong.  

You think others aren’t as good as you or as deserving as you. You and Onesimus 
are brothers, so you should protect, defend, and honor him.  You are both slaves 
to God therefore your character needs to match God’s character. 

**Forgive and receive Onesimus as Christ has forgiven and received you. Your true and free 
desire should lead you to love and grace. 
 E.  Verses 15-16 
  1.   Q: Why did Onesimus surrender to Jesus with Paul but not when he was under the 

influence of Philemon? 
   a.   Paul and Philemon were both Jesus followers. 
   b.   Paul and Philemon both owed their lives to Jesus. 
   c.   Paul and Philemon both were given freedom by the same Savior. 
   d.   Paul and Philemon both were under the same obligation to love one another. 
  2.   Paul’s description of events:  
   a.   Onesimus met Paul in Paul’s imprisonment; then was converted through Paul; 

then was useful to Paul and partnered with him for Christ. 
   b.   However, the initial event has been ignored (assumed for Philemon but 

ignored for us) - Onesimus left his master. Instead, Paul interprets ... 
   c.   “No matter how difficult the situation was or how much Onesimus was at fault, 

God removed him from you so that he might receive salvation and eternal life.” 
    1)  Why couldn’t Philemon introduce him to Jesus? 

    2)  My theory based on the context: It’s really difficult to convince a person that 
they have value and God loves them when it is obvious that you see them 
as less valuable than you. You can’t evangelize someone from a position of 
superiority - i.e. Incarnation 

**Before you pass judgment on Philemon, is it possible that there are people in your life for 
whom you are the hurdle to a relationship with Jesus? 
   d.   “Forever”: the faith that they now share gives them both equal eternal life. 

Philemon and Onesimus will have eternal fellowship. 
  3.  Probably the most significant moment of the letter (v 16) 
   a.   Your relationship can no longer be dictated by your legal relationship 

(master/slave) but by your spiritual relationship (brothers). 
**Their spiritual relationship informs and directs their earthly relationship, not the other way 
around. 
• Politics, ethnicity, safety, food, society, economics–if those define your relationships more 

than Jesus does, then you are making earthly decisions rather than spiritual decisions. 
   b.   What does Paul want specifically? 
    1)  No simple answer - no metric 
    2)  The New Testament generally refrains, because of both practical issues 

(impossibility of fighting institutional evil in an authoritarian regime) and 



 

 

theological principle (the focus on establishing an alternative society in the 
church), from engaging social and institutional evil. 

**”In the flesh and in the Lord”: Philemon’s embrace of Onesimus as his dear brother must 
have implications for their earthly relationship. “More than a slave” could very well mean not a 
slave at all. 
III. Transformation 
 A.   Homework questions: 
  1.   Do I make decisions based on who I am in Christ? 
  2.   Do I make decisions and have opinions based on my rights or Jesus’ ethic of love? 
  3.   How much of my culture informs and directs my expression of faith? 
  4.   Might God need to remove someone from my influence in order for them to    

meet Jesus? 
  5.   Does my spiritual relationship with other believers and with God inform and  
   direct my earthly relationship with others? 
 B.   Next week 
  1.   Read Philemon again. 
  2.   Pray in humility and surrender as you seek God. 
  3.   Come back ready to receive what God has for you. 
 
 


