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Today we’ll hear the whole of Philemon. 
There won’t be time for extended comment on the text, 
But I’ll act as a sort of tour guide, stopping at important places 
And pointing out details that could easily be missed. 
The Good News that we’ll receive from God’s word 
Is that through faith in Christ God frees us to receive each other 
As we truly are: brothers and sisters in the family of God. 
 
This is how the letter begins: Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our 
brother, to Philemon our dear friend and co-worker, to Apphia our sister, to 
Archippus our fellow-soldier, and to the church in your house: Grace to you and 
peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Notice first of all that Paul is writing from captivity 
And from a team ministry perspective, and that he’s writing a letter 
That will be read out to a whole congregation. 
We’re going to find out that a man called Philemon 
Is the direct recipient, but that others will be listening in to what St Paul writes. 
I’d say this social setting amplifies what St Paul is going to say. 
 
The first thing St Paul does is to proclaim God’s grace and peace 
To all the people of the congregation, 
But then he focuses in on one person, on Philemon. 
This is what he says: When I remember you in my prayers, I always thank my 
God because I hear of your love for all the saints and your faith towards the Lord 
Jesus. 
The first thing St Paul does is build Philemon up: 
He lets Philemon know, in this public letter, 
That he thanks God for his love for his fellow Christians, 
And his faith in Christ Jesus. 
 
And it’s not only prayers of thanks that St Paul prays, 
This is how he goes on: I pray that the sharing of your faith may become effective 
when you perceive all the good that we may do for Christ. I have indeed received 
much joy and encouragement from your love, because the hearts of the saints have 
been refreshed through you, my brother. 
So, Philemon has a good track record of showing Christian love, 
And St Paul has himself been the beneficiary of this love, 
And, more than this, St Paul is praying that Philemon 
Will come to a deeper awareness of the good that is achieved 
When we show Christ-like love for each other. 



 
But then the tone changes. Listen: For this reason, though I am bold enough in Christ 
to command you to do your duty, yet I would rather appeal to you on the basis of 
love—and I, Paul, do this as an old man, and now also as a prisoner of Christ Jesus. 
St Paul wants Philmon to do something: we don’t know what yet, 
But we do know that St Paul would rather persuade than order. 
Notice that St Paul draws attention both to his age 
And his status as a prisoner for the Gospel’s sake: 
He wants Philemon to consider his needs as he makes his request. 
 
And here it is: I am appealing to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I have 
become during my imprisonment. 
St Paul is not writing for his own benefit, 
But as an intercessor for a man named Onesimus. 
St Paul says that he has become Onesimus’ father – 
That he has been the person God used to bring Onesimus to faith – 
So that there is now a special bond between them. 
Note, the name ‘Onesimus’ means ‘Useful’ – it was the name common among slaves - 
And it is going to become evident that Onesimus has run away 
From his master, Philemon, and St Paul is writing 
To bring about a remedy that will show the Gospel at work. 
 
First of all, St Paul makes a play on Onesimus’s – Useful’s – name. 
This is what he says: Formerly he was useless to you, but now he is indeed 
useful both to you and to me. I am sending him, that is, my own heart, back to you. 
There is evidently a backstory here. 
It’s clear that St Paul and Philemon know each other well, 
It’s also clear that Philemon’s slave, Onesimus has run away 
And made a connection with St Paul as a fugitive. 
And it’s also going to become evident 
That when Onesimus ran away, he stole money from his master. 
Now, we don’t know all the facts, but what could we surmise 
About the way Philemon previously treated his slave? 
Or about Onesimus’ trustworthiness? 
Or what could we surmise about the motivations for Onesimus’ 
Coming to Christian faith, when he has a Christian master? 
Or about how Philemon would like to treat Onesimus 
If he didn’t have St Paul and the congregation watching on? 
 
St Paul must have been aware of these different realities, 
But listen to how he writes: I wanted to keep him with me, so that he might be of 
service to me in your place during my imprisonment for the gospel; but I preferred 



to do nothing without your consent, in order that your good deed might be 
voluntary and not something forced. 
St Paul evidently knows he is asking to Philemon to do something 
That he was not naturally inclined to do, 
But that he was free to do by exercising his Christian faith: 
St Paul was coaxing Philemon to do a good deed – 
To do something that would bring joy to the human community, 
And glory to God. 
 
And St Paul helps on this path by giving Philemon a way 
To interpret what has happened from God’s point of view. 
This is what he writes: Perhaps this is the reason he was separated from you for a 
while, so that you might have him back for ever, no longer as a slave but as more 
than a slave, a beloved brother—especially to me but how much more to you, both 
in the flesh and in the Lord. 
This is really worth pausing on. In the Scriptures slavery is recognised 
As an existing social institution, and Christian slaves are encouraged 
By the apostles to serve their masters well even when not supervised. 
But here we see how the Good News about Jesus can transform 
Social institutions for the better: St Paul is encouraging Philemon 
To receive Onesimus back not as a slave but a Christian brother. 
 
Now, St Paul understands that Philemon might be very angry 
With Onesimus, and he knows that Onesimus could not himself 
Remedy the cost and the humiliation that he put his master through, 
So, he intercedes, he puts himself between Philemon and Onesimus, 
Between master and slave. Listen to how he writes: So if you consider me your 
partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. If he has wronged you in any way, 
or owes you anything, charge that to my account. 
Notice how personal this is: St Paul is saying that if Philemon 
Receives Onesimus well, St Paul will take that as Philemon 
Receiving him well – that if he honours Onesimus 
He will be honouring him – St Paul. 
Luther says in these words of St Paul interceding for Onesimus 
Give us a picture of Christ interceding for us – 
As if Christ says to the Father, receive him, receive her, 
As you receive me dear Father, I have paid the cost. 
 
Evidently St Paul has been dictating the letter up to this point, 
Because now he steps in and takes up the pen. Listen: I, Paul, am writing this with my 
own hand: I will repay it. 
This is like signing a blank cheque: Philemon can put in the amount 



That Onesimus has cost, and St Paul will pony up the money. 
But also listen to how he goes on: I say nothing about your owing me even your own 
self. This is very serious, but I wonder if it would have got a laugh 
From the congregation as they listened in. 
 
Whatever the case might be, St Paul writes with confidence: Yes, brother, let me have 
this benefit from you in the Lord! Refresh my heart in Christ. Confident of your 
obedience, I am writing to you, knowing that you will do even more than I say. 
So, St Paul is making his own recommendations 
About what could happen between Philemon and Onesimus, 
But he’s putting the ball in Philemon’s court, 
And encouraging him to use his Christian imagination 
In working toward a remedy that would bring glory to God. 
 
But St Paul is not finished yet. This is what he goes on to say: One thing more—
prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping through your prayers to be restored to 
you. 
Again, St Paul is writing from captivity. 
And he’s suggesting a course of action to Philemon 
That might not be wholly attractive from the point of view 
Of fallen human nature; but St Paul has been appealing  
To Philemon’s faith, and so he suggests that Philemon prepare a place 
For him to stay at his place as a guest, and that this will happen 
Because through Philemon’s prayers God will see to it 
That St Paul is released and free to come and see with his own eyes 
How Philemon has received Onesimus not as a slave, but as a Christian brother. 
 
As he closes the letter, St Paul draws attention to the communal nature 
Of his request. This is what he writes: Epaphras, my fellow-prisoner in Christ Jesus, 
sends greetings to you, and so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke, my fellow-
workers.  
And he ends with these words: The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. 
It is by the grace of God that we have come to saving faith. 
It is by the grace of God that we are baptised into Christ, 
And are received by our Father as he receives his own Son. 
And it is by grace that we are free to welcome each other, 
Not according to the struct demands of the law, 
But according to the mercy of God in Christ Jesus. 
Since by grace we are brothers and sisters of the one Father, 
Let us live by the Spirit, share in the mind of Christ, 
And by our good deeds glorify the Father in heaven. 
In Jesus’ name. Amen! 


