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 Have you ever written a letter of encouragement to someone, urging 

them to make a positive decision on an important issue?  It could also be 

an email, a text message, or a private message of some kind.  Maybe 

you’re writing to a child, or a relative, or friend, and you know there’s 

something that’s bothering them.  You want them to be aware of the issues 

involved—what’s at stake—so that they can be informed to make their 

decision.  When we have an issue that’s important to us, sometimes we’ll 

write to our elected leaders urging them to consider a special issue or to 

vote a certain way.  As a pastor I have, on occasion, written a letter to 

someone who is struggling with a problem to help them clarify an issue.  I 

have also written to explain a viewpoint I may hold, or attempt to explain a 

decision from our national church body.  I have written letters of support or 

recommendation for people as well. 

 Paul, in his letter to Philemon, is writing about a very important issue 

to him and urging his friend Philemon to make a good decision.  Paul must 

have been a very good orator and debater because in this letter he lays out 

the issues at stake and strongly urges Philemon to act in a loving, Christian 

manner with regards to a runaway slave Paul is returning to Philemon.  
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Onesimus, the runaway slave, has met up with Paul and visited him in 

prison.  Paul, the great evangelist, has converted Onesimus to believe in 

Jesus Christ and is now sending Onesimus back to Philemon so that 

everything can be reconciled between the slave and his master.   

 Paul starts his letter by lifting up Philemon’s faith and his good 

character which Paul has come to know.  Philemon is a Christian and now 

Paul is appealing to that faith as he urges Philemon to set his slave free.  

Paul does some arm-twisting and lays some good, old-fashioned guilt on 

Philemon:  He writes that he feels he could command Philemon to let 

Onesimus go free, but rather appeals to him on the basis of his love and 

faith in Christ.  He also states that he could’ve just kept Onesimus with him, 

but wanted to do things the right way, so he wants Philemon to set the 

slave free.  This is a huge risk, because Onesimus could have been beaten 

or killed for running away. But if he is set free, Onesimus will not be a 

fugitive, but a free man.  Paul urges Philemon to welcome the slave back 

as he would welcome Paul himself, adding that Philemon really owes Paul 

his own life—Paul set him free by telling him about Jesus.   He concludes 

his letter by saying, “I’m sure you will do the right thing here and possibly 

even more than what Paul is asking him!   
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 It’s quite an effective letter!  How could he say ‘no’ to Paul’s request?!  

Paul made his point, and from what I know about these letters, they were 

read in public—possibly at a worship service held at Philemon’s own home!  

 Philemon has an important decision to make:  does he act on the 

basis of the Christian love Paul has taught the believers and free the 

runaway slave?  How can Philemon show that he has truly become a 

follower of Jesus; that he has turned his life over to follow Christ’s 

teachings?  This shows the radical nature of the Christian faith:  that one 

who follows Christ lives by Christ’s teachings and love for all people as 

equals:  Paul has said many times that we are all equal in Christ, there is 

neither slave nor free, Jew nor Gentile.  Now he is putting this belief to the 

test. 

 Basically what Paul is saying to Philemon is:  “You know what love 

is…let your faith and love influence your decisions.”  Paul is urging 

Philemon to live out his new-found faith—let it make a difference in his life 

and in the world.   The message of Philemon to us today is:  “How willing 

are you to live out your faith?”  How does your faith influence the decisions 

you make each day? How does it influence your decisions to speak out 

when you feel the need? 
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 We can get caught-up in the idea that we don’t want to mix our faith 

with our everyday life—the sort of church/state separation thing—and we 

miss out on the part of our Lord’s call to take up our crosses and follow 

Him.  We are called to be ‘cross-bearers’ in our everyday lives, to let our 

faith influence who we are and how we act in this world.  There is no 

separation between our faith and our lives.  Jesus is to be at the center of 

all we do and the center of all our decisions.  The way we treat other 

people, the language we use daily, the values and beliefs we hold, the 

choices we make, all are influenced by our faith—or our lack of faith.   

 How do we deal with people who don’t agree with us, or with the way 

things are going?  Do we shut them out of our lives, or do we pray for them 

and pray for ourselves, that we may come to understanding?  Do we 

forgive others as Jesus has promised to always forgive us?  Does Christian 

love extend only to those with whom we agree? There is so much division 

and anger these days.  Compromise and acceptance of others’ beliefs is a 

rare occurrence.  What does our faith in Christ Jesus teach us?  What can 

we learn from this letter to Philemon about our role in the world?   

 Paul urged Philemon to go against the cultural understanding of how 

to receive and treat his runaway slave by calling on him to forgive 

Onesimus and set him free.  As those who claim to be followers of Jesus, 
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we have the joy of doing as Jesus did:  we have the joy of forgiving others, 

of letting go of the past, or of disagreements, or hurts, and embracing the 

love of Christ in our lives.   

 Paul showed Philemon a new way—a way to see the freedom one 

can have in Christ.  Carrying the cross of Christ and following as His 

disciples is more than just saying “I’m a Christian.”  It involves embracing 

the new life that Jesus gives us; the love and joy that is ours in Him.   Paul 

called Philemon to let go of the past, to discover the joy of Christ’s love.  He 

basically said, “You know what love is, I’ve taught you well; now do the 

right thing.”  Holding on to the past really keeps us in slavery—the slavery 

from which Christ has died to set us free.  Paul is urging Philemon (and us) 

to grow in our faith and in our Christian discipleship to the point that we 

know and understand the joy of Christian love.  We give of our selves 

because we know the joy of living in the freedom Christ has died to give us.   

 The story of Philemon and Onesimus isn’t finished.  We have no 

record of how this all turned out.  We have to imagine that Philemon ‘did 

the right thing’ that Paul wanted him to do: that he freed Onesimus and 

experienced the joy of having a brother in Christ instead of a slave he 

needed to punish.   
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 The story as it relates to us isn’t finished either.  It is up to us to write 

the ending of how we respond to the Good News of our Freedom in Christ.  

Living out that freedom daily, experiencing the power of love and the joy of 

forgiveness, we will write our own stories.  You know what love is… 

 AMEN         1261 

 


