
Making Peace Philemon 1-25 

We've been looking at several short letters of the New Testament containing an urgent message for 
the recipient. Today we arrive at the book of Philemon. The urgent message today is making peace. 

• Philemon was a friend of Paul and lived in Collasae (hosted church in his home), which is in 
Turkey. He owned a slave named Onesimus.  

• Onesimus had become estranged from his owner and somehow ended up in Rome with Paul 
- We don't know the details. 
 

Now, whenever the subject of slavery comes up in a Biblical text, several questions arise. 

Does the Bible endorse slavery? No, but how are you defining slavery?  

Don’t confuse slavery in the Roman world with 17-19 century trans-Atlantic slavery. 

• Slaves were not distinguishable from anyone else by speech, race, or clothing. They were not 
segregated. 

• Slaves were often educated more than their owners and in many cases held high managerial 
positions. 

• Slaves made the same wages as free-laborers, usually earning enough to but their freedom 

• Very few people were slaves for life in the 1st century. Most expected to be manumitted after 
10 years or by their late 30’s at the latest. 

• New world slavery was race-based and for life 

• Begun and resourced by kidnapping, which the Bible condemns in 1 Tim 9:1-11, Deut 24:7 

• Christians in the 17-19th century fought to abolish it since it was incompatible with Biblical 
teaching 

 

But this is still a bad thing, right? Yes. Then why does the Bible not more strongly condemn it?  

• This was a world in which 40% of the population were slaves -- virtually the entire work 
force. If a man owned a business and had people working for him, in most cases these 
workers were either his sons or his slaves. The world economy was built on slave labor. Even 
the most forward thinking people could not imagine a world without slavery. It wasn't a 
question of human rights, it was a question of productivity: Without slaves, who would do 
the work? 

 
 
 
While Paul discouraged 1st century slavery, Paul’s ideas about slavery were radically subversive to 
the institution of slavery. 



• He told slave owners to treat their slaves with gentleness and respect. In a culture in which it 
was perfectly legal to beat a slave or even kill a slave, Paul told slave owners not even to 
speak harshly to a slave.  

• And in a culture which considered slaves to be the lowest kind of human, Paul said that we 
are all one and we are all equal in Christ. He was saying things in his day that not many 
others were saying. He would have been considered on the cutting edge of the human rights 
movement. 

 

• Just the fact that he was trying to bring these two men to reconciliation shows that Paul was 
an advanced thinker. Common wisdom said, "Runaway slave? Whip him with a cat-o-nine-
tails. Teach him a lesson and make him an example for any other slave who might be 
tempted to flee." Paul didn't say that. Instead, he said, "Let's see if the two of you can 
reconcile." 

 

The book of Philemon shows us that there will be times when you have the opportunity -- and even 
the obligation -- to stand in the gap between opposing parties as an instrument of peace. 

The book of Isaiah says, "You shall be called the repairer of broken walls (Isaiah 58:12) 

Whether you’re the “middleman” in a conflict or trying to reconcile with someone yourself, 
Philemon offers great insight into the work of peacemaking.  

1. Never underestimate the daring of diplomacy, the strength of subtlety, and the power of 
perspective. 1 Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, To Philemon our dear friend 
and fellow worker— 2 also to Apphia our sister and Archippus our fellow soldier—and to the church 
that meets in your home: 3 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 4 
I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers, 5 because I hear about your love for all his 
holy people and your faith in the Lord Jesus. 6 I pray that your partnership with us in the faith may 
be effective in deepening your understanding of every good thing we share for the sake of Christ. 7 
Your love has given me great joy and encouragement, because you, brother, have refreshed the 
hearts of the Lord’s people …  

• "[Philemon is] one of the most subtle letters in world history, an expression of Paul's 
ambassadorial style." – Donald Guthrie 

For reconciliation to take place, you have to be an ambassador, either on your own behalf or on the 
behalf of someone else. 

15 Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him 
back forever— 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 fellow man and as a brother in the Lord. 



Paul was in an awkward and potentially volatile situation. Paul is a mentor, teacher, and spiritual 
Father to Philemon. Onesimus deserts Philemon and is now with Paul. Because Onesimus is 
considered property, Philemon has Roman law on his side. Paul has received Onesimus into his 
group of companions, thus making him complicit from a legal standpoint.  Paul had to handle this 
with wisdom and finesse. Philemon is a masterpiece in diplomacy. He writes about a difficult 
situation with dignity, sympathy and affection.  

• Conflicts are rarely simple. If you want to be an instrument of peace, you need to put 
yourself in the position of the other and see the world from their point of view. 

Paul takes the opportunity to reframe the situation for Philemon so that he can see the good that 
can come of it. The name Onesimus means "useful," so Paul makes a play on words when he says... . 
11 Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me. 

Paul was handling the situation with great care, trying to help Philemon develop some perspective 
on the situation so that he could make a clear headed decision. 

• To make peace, open hands are stronger than closed fists. 

2. Show the way, but don’t force the way. 8 Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order 
you to do what you ought to do, 9 yet I prefer to appeal to you on the basis of love. It is as none 
other than Paul—an old man and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus— 10 that I appeal to you for my 
son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains.  

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 would not seem forced but would be voluntary.  

• You can lead a horse to water, but …  

• Paul gave Philemon a pretty strong hint about what he should do, then he left the ball in 
Philemon's court and left the final decision up to him. 

• Parenting: Cop – Authority based on Power/Total Control, Coach – Authority based on 
power and experience / less direct control, Consultant – Authority based on experience and 
trust / little control, greater influence. 

• This is in no way an abdication of authority, nor can these appeals come without warning, 
but they are invitations nonetheless. 

• Invitation is better than intimidation. 

 

 

 



3. Pay the price of making peace. 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. 

This is the difference between meddling and peacemaking. Meddlers stand on the outside and tell 
people what they ought to do. Peacemakers get involved.  

To a much lesser extent, we sometimes must stand in the gap between those who are in conflict 
with one another. We must be willing to sacrifice part of ourselves in order to make possible their 
reconciliation. There's a sacrifice to be made, but it's worth it. This is why Jesus said ..."Blessed are 
the peacemakers, for they will be called the sons of God." (Matthew 5:9) 

• Making peace involves blood, sweat, and tears … literally. 

This is how Jesus made peace for us – it cost him his life. He stood in the broken place between God 
and us, and paid our debt.  

• Peacemakers often bear sacred scars … like Jesus does. 

4. Peace making is optimistic and ongoing. 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.  

• Most of the time, reconciliation is not a one-and-done event.  

• Reconciliation is often a process. It takes time to achieve. Sometimes people will take a 
couple of steps in the direction of reconciliation, and then they'll falter. If you've helped two 
people mend the fence and restore a broken relationship, then keep an eye on them.  

• Making peace is a work in progress … don’t quit. 
 

Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace. 
(Colossians 3:15) 

• Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to 
peace. (Colossians 3:15) 

• “Help us to know you that we may truly love you, so to love you that we may fully serve You, 
whose service is perfect freedom.” – St. Augustine 

 


