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Philemon 1:1-7 
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. 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 toward the Lord Jesus. 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. 
 
Philemon 1:8-25 
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. I am appealing to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I have become during my 
imprisonment. 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. 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. Perhaps 
this is the reason he was separated from you for a while, so that you might have him back forever, no 
longer as a slave but more than a slave, a beloved brother—especially to me but how much more to you, 
both in the flesh and in the Lord. 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. I, Paul, am 
writing this with my own hand: I will repay it. I say nothing about your owing me even your own self. 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. One thing more—
prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping through your prayers to be restored to you.  
Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends greetings to you, and so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, 
and Luke, my fellow workers. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. 
 
The Stories of God for the people of God… thanks be to God. 
 
Okay, passive-aggressive scale – hands up! How passive-aggressive is Paul being? 
 
My friend calls this letter: “A Passive-Aggressive/(slash)Loving Letter on Love & Duty & Slaves.”1 
 
So about those slaves… historical, theological, and generally agreed upon understandings of this 
letter are that Onesimus is a slave who has run away from Philemon, and either purposefully or 
coincidentally found the Apostle Paul who converted Onesimus to Christianity and so now he is 
considered a brother in Christ with Paul and Philemon – and not “just” a slave. 
 
All of that is based on verses 15-16: Perhaps this is the reason he was separated from you for a while, so 
that you might have him back forever, no longer as a slave but more than a slave, a beloved brother—
especially to me but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord. 

 
1 Michael D. Kirby. 23rd Sunday in Ordinatry Time, Year Ce: September 5, 2010. The Well: Davidson, N.C., 2010. 
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Slavery was a reality in the Roman Empire – 30-40% of the population was enslaved and if a slave ran 
away and was caught, the punishment was death. In the early 1800s this letter was used by American 
proslavery advocates to prove that slavery was Biblically sanctioned. They cited it to support the 
Fugitive Slave Law, which required the return of runaway slaves to their masters, even when the slave 
had been found in a free state. 
 
Hopefully, that doesn’t seem right to you, but it is in Scripture. I just read it. So let’s take a moment to 
put that interpretation up to our Context-Canon-Consequences test. 
 
Context: When was the passage written? What else was going on even in the verses right before or after 
it? What about the bigger picture? 
 
The passage was written when slavery was okay. Paul is making an argument not to release Onesimus 
from slavery, but rather to treat him as a brother in Christ. He is making sure that Onesimus is 
returned and in exchange does not seem to be asking for his freedom.  
 
Big picture though, Paul’s other letters include proclamations like: There is no longer Jew or Greek, 
there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male or female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus 
(Galatians 3:28). So at least in the heavenly kingdom he seems to think there are no longer divisions 
between us, but as for in this earthly kingdom it is definitely ambiguous. 
 
Canon: The Old & New Testaments are the Christian canon. Does the interpretation of the text fit in with 
the overall message of the Christian canon? 
 
The first thing I think of when I think of slavery and Scripture is the most important story in the Old 
Testament – God rescuing the Israelites from slavery to Egypt. That seems like a pretty big “no” to 
slavery. Going even earlier the creation stories in Genesis tell us that we are all made equally in God’s 
image. 
 
And although it is true that Jesus never specifically spoke out against slavery, the very heart of my 
own Biblical canon is the two greatest commandments: you shall love the Lord your God with all your 
heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’ The second is this, ‘You 
shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these (Mark 12:30-31). 
 
Enslaving our neighbor does not fit into those at all. 
 
That is context, canon, now Consequences: When the Biblical interpretation is applied, what are the 
consequences? When followed, does that interpretation bear fruits of the Spirit – love, joy, peace, 
patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control? 
 
Considering we are a nation that every day continues to be confronted with the ramifications of the 
evil of enslaving a people based on the color of their skin – I think it is safe to say that the 
consequences of slavery are severe and do not live up to the values of God’s eternal Kingdom. 
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The Bible is too often used as a weapon, and it was used on both sides of the argument over slavery, 
but I think it is clear when we weigh out the context, canon, and consequences of a pro-slavery Biblical 
argument, it is not just false, but dangerously false. 
 
What is disappointing then, is that Paul does not give a rebuttal to slavery as an institution. Paul 
pushes Philemon to see the humanity in Onesimus. He makes an argument for justice and equality 
and love in the case of this one individual, but for all of that, Paul still has a blind spot and cannot see 
the blite on God’s creation that is the system of slavery itself. 
 
In what ways are we like Paul, pushing the social arc of society towards equality and justice for all – but 
still having our own blind spots?  
What do we need to pay attention to? Learn more about?  
What could we be doing better? 
 
Some of you know that I am a grandparent now. This is not by blood, Martha’s middle offspring, 
Peter, and his wife, Lisa, - they have played clarinet and violin here before – are the proud parents of 
an almost 2-month-old, named Eleanor. She is perfect… and brilliant… in every way; and although I 
am not her Kiki by blood… she absolutely has my heart. 
 
You know what I mean – parents, grandparents, godparents, aunts, and uncles – you know. We live 
our lives with our hearts relatively safe inside our bodies, and then these other human beings come 
into our lives and suddenly our hearts are outside of us, where they could very much get hurt, and we 
will do anything to protect them. 
 
That is how the Apostle Paul felt about Onesimus. Three times in this short letter Paul uses the image 
of the heart, and both the first and the last reference a refreshed heart. First, Philemon is praised for 
having refreshed the hearts of many with his service and generosity. Second, Paul says in sending 
Onesimus back to Philemon, he is sending him his very heart. Finally, Paul concludes with a request 
that Philemon refresh his heart. 
 
There is great trust when we expose our hearts to others, when we give them access to the core of our 
being and the chance to hurt us so deeply, or affect us so greatly. Sending Onesimus to Philemon is a 
great act of trust. Paul trusts that Onesimus will not be punished, that he will be welcomed as a 
brother, that Paul’s heart will not be injured but be refreshed through the same selfless acts of service 
and generosity shown to this slave that Philemon has shown to others. Paul’s (and Onesimus’) trust is 
a very risky proposition here. Paul certainly sounds confident that Philemon will do the right thing, but 
he will not know until Onesimus stands before him.  
 
Putting our hearts out there – even for the Risen Christ – feels risky. Being a follower of Jesus Christ 
means that everything changes, especially our relationships. Paul challenges Philemon with this 
reality: Being a Christian is not an easy thing to do; following Christ is not the natural thing to do 
because it challenges every preconceived notion and loyalty we have. 
I am pretty sure that if not all at least maybe most of Philemon’s friends and family were not going to 
be on board with him all of the sudden seeing the full humanity of the man who was once a slave to 
him. And yet Paul’s reminder to him – and to us – is that we are all one in Christ. If we want to be a true 
disciple, we have to trust our hearts to the creating, redeeming sustaining love of God – and the Call 
on our lives to return that creating, redeeming, and sustaining love of God to others. 
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As you know, India is under siege from the COVID-19 virus right now. They began to experience a 
surge that left their healthcare system overrun. Gaurav Rai (r-AY) is a 52 year old general manager in 
Patna, India who tested positive for COVID-19 In July of 2020.He was rushed to the local hospital but 
due to a shortage of beds and oxygen cylinders, he was left to wait beside the staircase of the ward, 
gasping for air. His wife Aruna took matters into her own hands and after five hours of searching, 
found an oxygen tank for her husband through a private connection. This was a turning point for 
Gaurav, “I realized how a small oxygen cylinder could save a life. I told my wife that I would pay it 
forward if I survived.” 
 
While recovering at home, Gaurav and his wife pooled their savings to buy ten oxygen cylinders and 
launched an oxygen bank from their basement. Gaurav would wake every day at 5.30am, load the 
oxygen cylinders into his own car and deliver them to patients across the city. When cases continued 
to spike, the couple purchased more cylinders. Thanks to social media, news of their small endeavor 
started to spread, and donations began to pour in. 
 
Today Gaurav’s oxygen bank has over 200 cylinders and has extended across 18 districts of Bihar. 
Unable to personally deliver to the growing demand, Gaurav requests people collect the cylinders 
from his house, but he always keeps a few spares in his car for emergencies. Without a single day’s 
rest or any financial gain, Gaurav celebrates the recovery of each person he helps with a cake. 
 

So far he has provided free oxygen tanks to over 1400 critically ill patients. 
 
He says, “I told my wife if God makes me survive, I will do something for mankind. I was cured in a few 
days, and it seemed that The Almighty indeed chose this task for me." 
 

We do not often get to know what happens to the people we come upon in Scripture. Often, there is 
midrash (Storytelling) and church tradition – like Peter asking to be crucified upside down. We do not 
actually know if that is true or not. 
 

What happened to Onesimus and Philemon may be part of church tradition handed down, but we do 
know that this letter was written by Paul of Tarsus to the slave-owner, Philemon, about his runaway 
slave, Onesimus. 
 

And we do know, for a fact, that the man who was named by Ignatius of Antioch to be the successor to 
Timothy as the Bishop of Ephesus was named: Onesimus. 
 

Friends, we live in a world that needs people willing to put their hearts at risk and speak upon behalf of 
the love that Jesus insists we give one another. 
 

The very heart of Christ is in our hands today…it has been sent to us in the faces and names of those 
with whom we share more antagonism than sister and brotherhood…This is not an invitation to stick 
our head into the lion’s mouth by making ourselves vulnerable to those who have no desire for 
reconciliation—it takes both an Onesimus and a Philemon for this to work…but nevertheless…for 
those who desire true reconciliation…the heart of Christ is in our hands…inviting us to surrender the 
status, the righteous indignation, and even our right to retribution that keeps us separate.  
 
Can we, by our love, by our willingness to forgive and move forward…can we refresh the heart of 
Christ today?  
 
And maybe even more importantly - will we refresh the heart of Christ today? 


