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“Gracious Persuasion”      Philemon 1 

What a gift this little letter from Paul is to the church! Though all of Paul’s letters in the 

New Testament are about practical matters of life and faith, and though his guidance, 

advice, teachings and admonitions are meant to keep the fledgling church Christ-centered, 

none of his other letters quite show Paul’s personal theology and faith at work like this 

letter to Philemon does. 

Manipulation, bullying, political pressure are all things that exist and they’re ugly. People 

who don’t like the eventual outcome are often tempted to say that the persuasion that 

influenced the outcome is from one of those categories. But there is a subtle and delicate 

connection between explaining something in genuine love, with a true vision of the gospel, 

and a brother or sister in Christ making up their mind in light of it. If we were to avoid all 

attempts to persuade others, to encourage others, to show people things in a new light, 

because we’re afraid of being accused of manipulation, that would leave us all free, but 

only free to be hermits isolated from all human contact. 

Paul chose not to be isolated, even from a prison cell! Philemon came to faith in Christ 

because of Paul’s ministry. Philemon has a slave named Onesimus and the two men must 

have had some sort of falling out. It isn’t entirely clear what happened, just that Onesimus 

left. Eventually Onesimus wound up at Paul’s doorstep. Like he did for Philemon, Paul 

leads Onesimus to faith, describing himself as “father” of Onesimus, who he describes as 

“my son.” 

The name Onesimus is a play on the word “useful.” In the Greco-Roman world, this was a 

common name masters gave to their slaves. Paul uses the name of Onesimus and other 

versions of the word “useful” throughout this letter. In verse 11, he plays with the idea that 

by running away Onesimus became “useless” to Philemon, but by coming to faith 

Onesimus has become “useful” to both Paul and Philemon. Some scholars believe that the 

undisclosed request Paul is making in this letter is that Philemon will be reconciled to 

Onesimus, free him, and send him back to work with Paul. But that isn’t necessary for 

comprehending the word “useful” as used here. In fact, what if an even greater argument 

about someone’s worth was being made? What if Paul is emphasizing personhood in 

Christ as the thing that matters most about an individual—not our rights of ownership or 

control over someone else? The temptation to interpret the use of the word “useful” as 

Paul wanting Onesimus back likely stems from verse 20 where Paul writes, “That I may 

have some benefit from you in the Lord;” (“Benefit” is the same word as Onesimus’s 
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name). But Paul’s first priority is in seeing his spiritual children grow and mature in their 

faith. In ministry I have felt my heart renewed when I see the transforming work of God 

evident in someone’s life. Paul’s hopes are that Christ will work in Philemon and the 

community to welcome someone who was estranged, and perhaps disdained, as one who is 

loved, cherished, and enfolded with honor. 

Paul is sending Onesimus back to Philemon with this letter in hand to graciously persuade 

him to live out the gospel’s call to be reconciled to one another; and he hopes that 

Philemon will do the same. This letter is also written and sent in close proximity to the 

letter to the Colossians that we have followed since the beginning of June. Philemon is a 

member of that community of believers, and though this little letter is addressed to him 

and a couple of other people by name, the phrasing and grammar at the beginning and the 

end of the letter indicate that it was meant to be read aloud to the entire house church. In 

other words, the decision about what to do was Philemon’s, but Paul’s persuasive letter 

would be made public in a space where Paul’s other letter echoed in the hearts and minds 

of God’s people. 

What did the church at Colossae hear in Paul’s letter to them? I would say the two major 

themes of Colossians are that “all things hold together in Christ” (1:17) and the 

reconciliation with God that Jesus accomplished for us is phenomenally good news, with 

the implication of establishing a new family of equals. As Paul puts it in Colossians 3:11, 

“there is no longer Gentile or Jew…slave or free…but Christ is all and in all!” When Paul 

makes his plea concerning Onesimus, these are the very same themes that he tries to put 

across to invite Onesimus and Philemon to live out. Paul recognizes that Onesimus has 

come to faith, Jesus has ushered Onesimus into the family of faith and made him a 

brother—an equal! Paul firmly believes that this changed status “in Christ” ought to be 

reflected in the community and in all of their relationships.  

Though Onesimus is Philemon’s slave and Philemon is his master, the basis of their 

relationship is now their shared sonship. We 21st century readers may wish that this would 

have led Paul to be bolder (as he claims he could do with Philemon in verse 8) and 

command Philemon to free Onesimus from servitude, but we need to appreciate how 

radical Paul’s words were. To begin with, he is upsetting the social order by claiming that 

a slave could, in any way, be an equal with his master. Moreover, Paul’s radical and life-

changing appeal, on the basis of love, his “no longer as a slave” statement in verse 16, his 

description of Onesimus as “a brother in the Lord,” may be for the ultimate purpose of 

Onesimus joining the “forever” family of God. 
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To underscore this, Paul hints that he could use his position of authority and power as well 

as his role as the one who Philemon owes his own knowledge of the gospel to, but Paul 

says that he won’t do that. In fact, Paul doesn’t refer to himself as an apostle at all—which 

is the central way he identifies himself in his other letters. Instead, Paul says that he 

appeals to the love and the faith that is working itself out daily in their community, and 

Paul refers to himself by the phrase, “a prisoner of Christ Jesus” and an old man. By 

placing all of them, Paul, Philemon, and Onesimus, on equal ground as brothers in Christ, 

Paul is urging Philemon to continue the ministry that he has started with Onesimus by not 

only having Philemon and the church welcome Onesimus back, but to be reconciled as 

brothers and to come together as a family. Philemon is the Master, so he must choose that 

path, or it will not happen. 

Along with placing Onesimus in the family of faith as an equal, Paul follows the example 

of Christ and identifies with Onesimus and his difficult situation. Paul very clearly wants 

Philemon to see Paul when he sees Onesimus. “Welcome him as you would welcome me,” 

he pleads in verse 17. Paul commands Philemon to put whatever financial cost he has 

incurred because of Onesimus on Paul’s account. Paul writes “I will pay it back” with his 

own handwriting to emphasize how deeply he is committed to standing with Onesimus in 

the work of reconciliation. (Shades of the Good Samaritan?) Then Paul really turns on the 

charm in vv. 20-21, telling Philemon, “I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit 

from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ. Confident of your obedience, I write to 

you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask” He invites Philemon to be part of this 

particular manifestation of reconciliation.  

Reconciliation within the family of faith is a central need in our world today. Advocating 

and identifying with fellow brothers and sisters in the Lord, even if they are guilty of 

wrong, continues to be a huge challenge for Christian communities. We still haven’t 

escaped arguments and justifications about our rights, and we can easily fail to live up to 

the higher standard of the crucified Christ. In fact, we tend to outsource our advocacy and 

solidarity with those marginalized to mission workers, non-profit groups, and those with 

more zeal, time and resources than we do. 

In our current political climate, many questions about the right thing to do are coming to 

the forefront. For instance, what should be the Christian response to immigration outside 

of the parameters of the law? Does our belonging to Christ matter more than our 

citizenship and status? And should we only stand in solidarity with professing Christians? 
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How do we go about loving neighbors who have entered the country through illegal 

means—whoever they are? 

What about a little closer to home? What about a business partner that we see at Giant 

Eagle but haven’t spoken to since that falling out over a contract? What about a recently 

released convict who starts to attend our church? It’s easy to imagine the reasons Philemon 

would have been angry and the community reluctant to do the Christlike thing towards 

Onesimus. But we are called to be people who live out of our reconciliation with God in 

Christ and strive to see the world, all of its individual pieces and people, with the eyes of 

Christ. Forgive…bear with one another…take off the old self and be clothed in the 

new…seek the things that are above. These are just some of the things that Paul wrote to 

the Colossians. We must let our faith in Jesus count more than ethnicity, social views, and 

economic or educational status. 

In her commentary on Colossians and Philemon in The Two Horizons series, Marianne 

Thompson writes, “Paul follows his Lord’s example of self-giving love and identification 

with the weak and helpless, regardless of their guilt, or perhaps because of it! Who is to 

blame or who is at fault is not a primary concern for Paul: What matters is that the gospel 

can reconcile those at odds with each other, even if one has a rightful claim against the 

other.” Paul is advocating for the person with less power in the relationship, the person 

who is likely at fault. He takes on the responsibility associated with their guilt, showing a 

willingness to join them in their suffering. (Paul is already under house arrest!) And all of 

this is because “Christ is all and in all!” Paul is in Christ, Onesimus is in Christ, 

Philemon is in Christ, and that ought to be seen by everyone around them. 

Just as Paul doesn’t emphasize his rights as an apostle, he doesn’t make his case on what 

should happen between Onesimus and Philemon based on Philemon’s rights as a master. 

He holds Philemon to a higher standard. And that standard is? Obedience exhibited in love 

for God’s people and faithfulness to the Lord Jesus. Onesimus had a choice. He could have 

taken off and headed in the opposite direction as soon as Paul sent him on the road with 

the letter. But, we assume, he didn’t. He committed himself to being reconciled as part of 

living his newfound faith and he showed up in Colossae, carrying letters and prayers that 

things could be made right, and a new reality could be ushered in. And Philemon had a 

personal choice that would be made in a public manner. In all of this, God’s people in 

Colossae were given a real-life opportunity to live out the gospel teachings they received 

from Paul and therefore from Christ. It was time to see what they really believed—

beginning with Philemon. Amen. 


