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So this week in our Small Books Big Truths series, we are moving out of the Old 
Testament and into the New Testament. So for those of you who feel like you’ve been 
drinking Old Testament history out of a fire hose for the last month, this week you get to 
take are really deep breath of fresh air. 
 
From Ruth, to Obadiah, to Jonah, to Esther, we’ve explored some really well-known, 
favorite Bible stories, and we’ve explored some truly obscure ones. 
 
And probably, today’s story falls somewhere in-between. 
 
The book of Philemon is the shortest of all of Paul’s letters. It’s longer than the book of 
Obadiah, but only just barely. Obadiah sat at 21 verses long; Philemon is 25 verses. 
 
And of all of Paul’s letters, Philemon is unusual, in that it doesn’t seem like it was 
written to a church, or to a community, like most of his letters were. Romans. 1 and 2 
Corinthians. Galatians. Ephesians. Philippians. Colossians. 1 and 2 Thessalonians. These 
were all letters that Paul wrote to specific churches, based on things that were going on 
within the church and community. Sometimes Paul writes letters of encouragement 
when a church is facing hard times. Sometimes he writes letters rebuking a church for 
its bad behavior. And other times he writes letters outlining for a church his theological 
position before he goes and visits them in person. Paul’s major role, as we see in his 
letters, is to be a source of wisdom and strength and encouragement to fledgling young 
churches as they are really starting to get off the ground. As the gospel is just beginning 
to take hold, Paul’s role is to see to it that the church gets the best start possible and 
lives as a faithful witness in the world. 
 
But once in a while, we see a far more personal side of Paul coming out. As Paul travels 
around, he meets lots of people, and occasionally one of these people will be a huge 
source of help and encouragement to him. In many cases Paul develops incredibly deep 
relationships with his companions – and in a few cases he even sees himself as a mentor 
– or more, a father-figure – to certain folks. We see this with Timothy. And in today’s 
reading we also see this with a man by the name of Onesimus. 
 
Onesimus is someone who we don’t see mentioned very much in most of Paul’s letters. 
There is a passing reference to him in the book of Colossians but that is it. Almost 
everything we know about him is from these 25 verses in the book of Philemon. And we 
don’t know much. 
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We know that Onesimus is a slave. Exactly why he finds himself in slavery we don’t 
know. Did he rack up a bunch of debts that he is trying to work off? Maybe. Debt slavery 
was a big thing back then. Was he born into slavery? Possibly. That would happen too, 
pretty often. Was he treated well as a slave, or did he suffer significant abuse at the 
hands of his master? We don’t know – it could have easily gone either way. 
 
But regardless of how Onesimus found himself in slavery and what his life was like, one 
day he decided to run away. And when he ran away, he somehow found his way to the 
city of Rome, where Paul was living, under house arrest. 
 
Paul opens his home to Onesimus. Showers hospitality upon him. Gives him a refuge, a 
safe place to live, a shelter from the storm. At this point, Onesimus is not a Christ 
follower – he knows next to nothing about Jesus, but Paul patiently and lovingly teaches 
and guides him and over time Onesimus becomes a dedicated Christian. The kindness 
that Paul shows Onesimus, Onesimus then turns around and shows Paul. He becomes a 
fellow servant of Christ, a fellow laborer, a tremendous source of help to Paul in his 
ministry. 
 
But there is something that is just not sitting right. Something that is weighing on the 
conscience of either Paul, or Onesimus, or both of them. And that is the fact that 
Onesimus is a runaway slave. Legally, Onesimus belongs to his master, Philemon. Never 
mind the question about whether slavery is right or not – Paul doesn’t even try to 
answer that question here. That’s a different conversation for a different time, and 
that’s not what Philemon is about. 
 
What we do have here, though, is Paul really deeply wrestling with some tough 
questions. What is the right thing to do? What is it that Christ is calling us to do, 
especially in those moments in life that don’t have any good, clear-cut answers? 
 
Onesimus has run away. Presumably for a good reason. But nevertheless, he has broken 
the law. Paul has been providing Onesimus with protection and shelter. Which God calls 
us to do. God tells us to welcome the stranger. And that’s exactly what Paul did. But in 
the process, Paul has been aiding and abetting a fugitive. Paul played a significant role in 
Onesimus’s conversion. That’s a critically-important thing. And Onesimus has become a 
powerful servant of Christ. If Onesimus goes back to Philemon, will he continue to have 
the powerful impact on the spread of the gospel that he has had? Probably not. But 
nevertheless, was his decision to run away from his master the right thing to do? We 
don’t know, because we don’t have all the details. But we get the strong sense that both 
Paul and Onesimus agree that going back and making amends is the right thing to do. 
 
Now, Paul recognizes that that could be putting Onesimus in danger. Especially if 
Onesimus ran away in the first place because he was suffering abuse at the hands of 
Philemon. Philemon would have every right to punish, beat, even kill Onesimus upon his 
return. So is sending him back right? 
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Given the laws of the time, and the details that we don’t have…there is no way of 
knowing. But what we do see is that Paul is struggling deeply with the decision. 
Onesimus has become like family to him. A powerful friend and companion. Almost 
indispensable in the work of the Gospel. And yet, keeping him there was against the 
law. But was the law just? Was the law right? Was this a law that should be followed? 
 
The situation was messy, and complicated, and there were no easy answers. People 
could easily argue both sides, and everybody would be correct. 
 
So in the face of the uncertainty, and the messiness, and the moral and spiritual and 
legal and emotional ambiguity of the situation, Paul decides to err on the side of 
transparency. He basically says in the end, “No good is going to come out of lying and 
hiding. But perhaps some good might come out of openness and honesty. Maybe, in the 
end, grace will have the opportunity to shine.” 
 
So here’s what Paul does: He does the hard thing, and sends Onesimus back. Onesimus 
willingly returns, knowing the risk that he is taking. But Paul sends Onesimus back to his 
master with a letter – a personal appeal, saying essentially, “I am sorry for any hardship 
that Onesimus has caused you. Any personal or financial burden that you may have 
faced due to Onesimus’s absence. You would be fully within your rights to do as you 
please with him. However, as a personal favor to me (and here we have to assume that 
probably Philemon knows who Paul is and has a degree of respect for Paul and Paul’s 
ministry) – as a favor to me, I would ask that you not receive Onesimus back as a slave, 
but as a son. As a member of your family. Just as he has become family to me. I am 
taking a great personal risk sending him home to you – because it is like I am sending 
you my own flesh and blood. And I will compensate you for any financial losses that you 
have suffered. So therefore, please honor the sacrifice that I am making by letting mercy 
overpower your thirst for justice, and by offering forgiveness instead of punishment. 
 
So, that’s basically the book of Philemon. Paul rounds off the letter by assuring 
Philemon that he will come to visit and see how everyone’s doing as soon as he is able 
to do so – basically telling Philemon that he’s going to be checking in on him to make 
sure he is treating Onesimus well. But in the end, he leaves it up to Philemon to decide 
how he is going to proceed, saying, “Here, my friend. I am doing the right and faithful 
and honest and merciful thing. And I trust that you will too.” 
 
So, we don’t know how things end up for Onesimus. Did Philemon receive him home 
with open arms? Did he receive him “as a son” – as a part of the family, as Paul 
suggested that he should? Did he set him free? Or did Onesimus go back to a life of 
slavery – and to an even more brutal one than before? We don’t know. This is the last 
that we ever hear about either one of them. We can hope that Paul’s name and his 
words carried some weight with Philemon. We can hope that this letter, advocating for 
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his friend, did some good. Maybe swayed any decisions that Philemon may have made. 
We can hope that mercy won in the end. But we have no real way of knowing. 
 
So often, I think the temptation for us is to look at the Bible – and at life – as being black 
and white. Either-or. Either you are for God, or against God. Either you are standing on 
the right side of history, or the wrong side. Either you are serving God, or you are 
serving the devil. You are either right or wrong. Making good decisions, or bad ones.  
 
But the truth is, and the story of Philemon demonstrates for us, that it is not always that 
simple. Sometimes, the “right” thing is buried underneath a mess of ambiguity. 
Sometimes, discerning God’s call; God’s direction; God’s voice takes some time, and it’s 
not immediately obvious. If Onesimus is here with Paul, doing amazing work for the 
Gospel, is it the right and faithful decision to send him back to his slave master, knowing 
that Philemon is well within his rights to kill Onesimus on his return, if he chooses to? 
 
Honestly, I don’t think that’s the choice that I would have made. The risk and the cost 
would just have been too high for me. But that’s why Paul a big chunk of the New 
Testament and I didn’t. Paul doesn’t always do the easiest and the most prudent thing. 
What Paul saw, and what I would probably have a really hard time seeing in the 
moment if I were in the same situation, was that as a runaway slave, Onesimus wasn’t 
free. He still owed a big debt to Philemon. And Onesimus would always and forever be 
looking over his shoulder nervously, wondering if today’s the day somebody is going to 
recognize him, arrest him, beat him, and throw him in jail or kill him. 
 
And as long as Onesimus is living on the run, with this kind of constant fear, he is going 
to continue living in chains, and he will never be able to fully become the person who 
God created him to be. So Paul sends him back to face his demons. To seek 
reconciliation with the one and only person who can truly set him free. Knowing that 
there is a huge risk in doing so, Paul is giving Philemon the opportunity to do the hard 
thing and choose grace over vengeance, setting him free from the chains of anger that 
bind him, and he is giving Onesimus a shot at breaking out of his own chains – not by 
running away from his problems, but by facing them head-on. 
 
So in the end we have the potential for two people to be radically transformed, and for 
chains to be broken all around. 
 
But oi. Can you imagine how hard that decision would have been to make? If you were 
Paul, but even more if you were Onesimus? 
 
I think maybe for us, the question that the book of Philemon raises is, how are we being 
called to live and act and make decisions in this world, when things aren’t always exactly 
black and white? When the situations that we face are messy, and complicated, and 
there aren’t any obvious right or wrong answers. When there are risks, and costs, no 
matter what we do. 
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Do I give somebody a hug, knowing that maybe they really need a hug but I also don’t 
want to unknowingly spread a virus to them? Do I go out and work, or do I stay in and 
stay safe? Do I tell that little white lie to protect somebody’s feelings, or do I speak 
openly and honestly, knowing that somebody could get hurt? 
 
They’re not easy questions. And they don’t have easy answers. And these are the little 
ones. The questions get bigger and more complicated from there, and when these 
questions go on for years, or decades, they turn into the kinds of massive social issues 
that make their ways into political platforms and black-and-white, either-or divides. And 
then we have a really big mess on our hands. 
 
But in the midst of the mess, and in the midst of the no-real-good answers, the voice of 
God still calls out from the book of Philemon, giving us a place to start: 
 

1. When all else fails, err on the side of grace.  
2. When you are plagued by anger and wanting vengeance, choose mercy instead. 
3. Honesty and vulnerability are almost always more effective than dishonesty and 

guardedness, even if they are riskier. 
4. What is easier and more prudent, isn’t always right. Beware of the simple 

solutions and the “easy way out.” True transformation usually requires work. 
 
This week we are celebrating World Communion Sunday. World Communion Sunday is 
always celebrated on the first Sunday of October, and it is a day when we name and 
celebrate that we as children of God are united together with all other children of God 
across the world. And as we join together at the table, we remember that we are truly 
“one with Christ, one with each other, and one in ministry to all the world.” No matter 
who we are. What we look like. What language we speak. What country we are from. 
No matter how we look at life. How we approach hard situations. Who we vote for. 
What we believe about how God is active and alive and at work in the world. God is 
bigger than all of that. 
 
And at the table, we have the opportunity to set aside our differences and the things 
that divide us and practice showing mercy to one another. The communion table is the 
place where we remember that we are chosen, forgiven, and redeemed – and therefore 
we now have the responsibility to step forward in grace and forgiveness and seek 
healing and wholeness with one another. We are given a charge. To enter into the hard 
questions of life, and to discover through the struggle how God is bringing 
transformation, healing, and wholeness into our lives and into our world. 


