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Obscure Characters 2 
Philemon and Onesimus – Part 2 

 

I. This morning we introduced the book of Philemon and merely glazed over the 

opening characters (Philemon and Paul).  

 

a. We talked about how Paul was under house arrest in Rome and was writing to 

Philemon.   

b. We talked about how impressive it was that Paul and Philemon had such a 

wonderful friendship. 

c. We made application looking inward to see if we too have mirrored the same 

charge to be prisoners and to love our brothers and sisters like Paul loved 

Philemon.       

 

II. Tonight we get into the nitty-gritty of the book and really the purpose for which Paul 

wrote this letter.   

 

III. Before we do that though we must first dive into the Roman world Paul, Philemon 

and Onesimus are in at the time.  A fact you need to know is this: Onesimus is a slave 

and Philemon is his owner.  Something which Paul does not speak against.  In fact, if 

you go to the New Testament looking for a harsh homily against slavery you will not 

find it.  Try me on this.  Ephesians 6:5-9; Colossians 4:1 and 1 Peter 2:18-20 (except 

1 Cor. 7:21 which is enigmatic anyways) all ask the slave to submit to their master 

and not to revolt against them.   

 

IV. That doesn’t mean there is not an ethic against slavery that one would need to 

practice.   

 

V. The problem is that when we hear the word “slavery” we automatically think of the 

oppressive slavery of white plantation owners over African slaves.  Let me inform 

you that circumstances were totally different.   

 

VI. Slavery in Greco-Roman Culture 

 

a. It is estimated that 85-90% of Roman citizens were either slaves or came from 

slave decent.   

b. Seneca, a first century Roman philosopher, said “There are as many slaves as 

there are enemies.”   

c. Slaves were allowed more freedom in the first century than slaves we think about 

in American culture.  Some were used because they were excellent at farming; 

some were physicians, administrators, philosophers and even work in industry.   

d. Slaves, according to Cicero, were allowed back into society after a period of 7 

years or at the age of 30.  These people were called freedman.  These freed people 

entered back into business with their former owners.   

e. In 73 B.C. Spartacus, a Germanic slave, led a revolt against Rome which caused 

Roman slave owners to prefer slaves of eastern origin (like those in Asia where 
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Paul was from).  Slaves from the north and west were given the most hideous 

aspects of Roman tasks called the ergastula (work houses).  It was a small space 

for slaves to work in built small enough so the slaves could not stand up.   

f. But many of the slaves Paul is accustomed to are those who enjoyed a prosperous 

lifestyle.  Don’t get me wrong though…there were those who treated their slaves 

harshly which is why Paul, in his letters, spends a lot of time proclaiming that 

Christian slave owners were to act entirely different just like Christian slaves were 

to be different as well.   

 

VII. Keep in mind the principles we talked about this morning in that Paul is genuinely 

impressed with Philemon and is extremely thankful to God for him.   

 

Let us read the rest of our text for tonight…. 

 

Philemon 1:8-25   
8
 Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you 

ought to do,  
9
 yet I appeal to you on the basis of love. I then, as Paul-- an old man and now also 

a prisoner of Christ Jesus--  
10

 I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I 

was in chains.  
11

 Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and 

to me.  
12

 I am sending him-- who is my very heart-- back to you.  
13

 I would have liked to keep 

him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel.  
14

 But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favor you do will be 

spontaneous and not forced.  
15

 Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while 

was that you might have him back for good--  
16

 no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a 

dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the 

Lord.  
17

 So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me.  
18

 If he has 

done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me.  
19

 I, Paul, am writing this with my 

own hand. I will pay it back-- not to mention that you owe me your very self.  
20

 I do wish, 

brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ.  
21

 

Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask.  
22

 

And one thing more: Prepare a guest room for me, because I hope to be restored to you in answer 

to your prayers.  
23

 Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you greetings.  
24

 And so 

do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow workers.  
25

 The grace of the Lord Jesus 

Christ be with your spirit.    

 

My intent with this sermon is to ask questions in a way as to inductively discover what is going 

on in this text.  Now that we read it I think we can get a grasp of the letter as a whole.   

 

I. Question #1:  Why did Onesimus leave Philemon? 
 

a. We really do not know the answer to this question.   

b. Paul does a pun with his words in that Onesimus’ name means “useful” yet, in 

verse 11, he was useless to Philemon?   

c. Verse 18 gives us a hint of this as apparently he has “wronged” Philemon in some 

way and perhaps owes Philemon some money.  Did he steal something?  Maybe 

he was a manager of the property and finances of Philemon and embezzled some 

funds for personal use and now he is in a predicament.  We don’t know.   
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d. This leads most to state that Onesimus is a runaway slave.  But this does not help 

me at all.  My question in response to that would be, “Why runaway to Rome 

which 1500 miles away?  Why not run to Jerusalem or another city in Asia and 

get lost?”  You just can’t hop on a plane and fly to Rome.  You have to travel by 

ship.  

e. I did some research and found out that he left Philemon probably in desperation. 

According to the first century Roman jurist Proculus when a slave had a grievance 

against a master, it was possible for the slave to seek out a third-party to serve as a 

mediator between the two of them; moreover, a slave could go to another place to 

find such a mediator without technically being a fugitive (Carl Holliday, A 

Critical Introduction to the New Testament, 385).   

f. This third-party mediator was known as an (for those of you who took Latin) 

amicus domini or “friend of the master.”  Is this making sense to you?  The 

amicus domini could hear the complaint and judge its merit and intervene on 

behalf of the slave.   

g. This is well documented in first-century literature.  So what does this mean?  I 

firmly believe that what Onesimus is doing is a using a well-established legal 

procedure and knew Paul was very close to Philemon.  He sought out Paul 

specifically not as a runaway slave but using a last ditch effort to try to restore a 

difficult relationship between a slave and a master.   

h. Paul is the amicus domini and is now intervening on behalf of Onesimus.  If you 

are Onesimus you are like: “Score…if there is anyone in the first century who 

could help me out it is the apostle Paul himself!”  Onesimus is probably saying, 

“He is not going to reject Paul!”   

 

II. Question #2:  What does Paul want Philemon to 

do? 
 

a. Notice what he does in verse 8.  This is kind of bold.  He says, “I could command 

you to do this but I am not going to do that.  Instead, because I love you, I want to 

appeal to you.”   

i. Command – “Order” 

ii. Appeal – “Request, summon” 

b. However you feel about that I think we need to understand that Philemon and 

Paul’s relationship began before this letter was written.   

c. Paul wants Philemon to understand, first of all, that Onesimus is a changed man!   

i. He was useless but now…he is useful.   

ii. He has become a son to Paul perhaps by ministering to Paul’s needs while 

he was under house arrest in Rome.  In verse 13 it seems clear that Paul 

wants to keep Onesimus in Rome with him.     

iii. He has more than proved his character as a genuine character of faith.   

d. In the second place, Paul wants Philemon to accept Onesimus, back as a brother 

in Christ.   

i. Look at verse 16-17 again, “
15

 Perhaps the reason he was separated from 

you for a little while was that you might have him back for good--  
16

 no 
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longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear 

to me but even dearer to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord.” 

ii. Paul wanted Philemon to see that Onesimus has changed but the 

welcoming back should be dog-eared with the fact that Onesimus is now a 

Christian!   

iii. I don’t think Paul is saying, “Free Onesimus since he is a Christian!”  

Rather, I think he is saying, “Philemon something you need to consider is 

that this guy who wreaked havoc in your household months ago and left is 

not the same person.  Accept him back understanding that you welcome 

back not only a slave but more than that…he is a brother in Christ!”   

iv. But verse 21 may mean his freedom to be granted but we are not sure.   

e. In the third place, Paul wants Philemon to understand that his accepting of 

Onesimus is something he does not have to do…it’s a choice. 

i. Verse 9 – appeal to you… 

ii. Verse 14 – “But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so 

that any favor you do will be spontaneous and not forced.” 

iii. Verse 19 – Accepting Onesimus back is not a “you owe me”… 

 

III. So What?  What does all of this mean for me? 
 

a. We all need an amicus domini.   

i. At the foundational level we have a mediator in Jesus Christ who, 

according to 1 Timothy 2:5, is our only ticket between us and God.   

ii. But we also need brothers and sisters in Christ who will defend us in the 

cases we need defending.   

iii. In the church there needs to be steadfast loyalty to one another.  Loyalty 

that is not blind so as to ignore the Scriptures but rather loyalty that is 

rooted in the Scriptures.   

iv. I think many of you here tonight perhaps, to allegorize it a little, are like 

Onesimus.   

v. You are scarred…frightened…and don’t know who to turn to and you are 

willing to give it your best shot with God.   

b. We need to be ministers of reconciliation! 

i. Paul was not merely an amicus domini but I believe was exercising his 

responsibility as a minister of reconciliation.   

ii. 2 Corinthians 5:18-21   
18

 All this is from God, who reconciled us to 

himself through Christ and gave us the ministry of reconciliation:  
19

 that 

God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, not counting men's 

sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of 

reconciliation.  
20

 We are therefore Christ's ambassadors, as though God 

were making his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ's behalf: Be 

reconciled to God.  
21

 God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so 

that in him we might become the righteousness of God.   

iii. What Paul is doing is simply practicing his ministry of reconciliation 

between Christians he loves dearly.   
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iv. What does that mean?  It means that the business of reconciliation holds 

more importance than any social custom or practice.   We are so 

autonomous in our practices that we think that we have no responsibility 

to other churches in our city, in our county or in our state.     

v. It should break our hearts when we hear of church splits and ministers 

who get fired and congregations who are not growing but are dying.   

vi. We all need reconciliation!!!   

vii. In our context maybe reconciliation means building bridges (even if they 

are small bridges) between Main Street and Hillcrest.  I think Paul would 

ache if he did not at least see us trying to reconcile our differences for the 

greater good of the church.   

c. Being “in Christ” transcends social, ethnic, and gender distinctions even if it does 

not eliminate them.   

i. Galatians 3:26-28   
26

 You are all sons of God through faith in Christ 

Jesus, 
27

 for all of you who were baptized into Christ have clothed 

yourselves with Christ.  
28

 There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, 

male nor female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 

ii. Even though Paul did not force Philemon to welcome back Onesimus nor 

to change his slavery status he still said that he should welcome him back 

as a brother.   

iii. I cannot stress this enough!   

 

Conclusion: 
 

What are you called to?  To reconcile relationships between you and someone who has been, for 

one reason or another, estranged.  Maybe it means God wants you to be empowered to find 

someone to be a mediator.  Maybe this a sermon for you to trust in the redemptive work of God 

in Christ.  What is God asking you to do tonight? 


