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PHILEMON & ONESIMUS:  THE BEAUTY OF FORGIVENESS               PHILEMON 1 

How important is forgiveness?  Recently, I was at a meeting of pastors and the speaker 

is a Christian physician who’s been involved in extensive research on aging and health.  

He said stress – all different kinds of stress – leads to inflammation which leads to 

disease which results in the breakdown of the body.  But he also said stress is 

unavoidable.  So what matters, then, is not so much the amount of stress we have in 

life, but our resilience in dealing with life’s inevitable stress.  So what helps or hurts 

resilience?  At least five different factors affect resilience – physical, intellectual, 

emotional, relational, and spiritual factors.  He told us about one scientific study of 

people who lived well up into their 90s.  Could they find anything in common about 

these long lifers?  What emerged from this study was fascinating.  People who live a 

long time demonstrate two traits overwhelming.  One, they maintain consistent attitudes 

of thanksgiving and praise – many of them upwards to God – but, in general, people 

who live long lives have learned how to live gratefully.  Two, they practice forgiveness 

toward other people.  They refuse to hold grudges and resentment.  Interesting, yes?  

Physiologically, there is a link between living a long life and what?  Forgiveness.   

Let’s explore today a beautiful story of forgiveness found in the Bible.  Have you ever 

heard of Philemon and Onesimus?  Don’t feel bad if you haven’t, because they’re two 

rather obscure, biblical “one hit wonders.”  Before we read the Scripture passage about 

them, let me set the scene for us.  Philemon was a wealthy Christian living in Colossae, 

a city in what is now western Turkey.  Apparently, his home was the place the first 

Christians in that community gathered for worship.  Onesimus was one of Philemon’s 

slaves.  He ran away from Philemon and headed for the city of Rome some 1,000 miles 

away.  Bible scholars assume he probably stole money from Philemon because it would 

have been impossible to get to Rome without funds.  Once in Rome, Onesimus found 

someone he knew - the great Christian leader Paul - whose prior ministry in Colossae 

had resulted in Philemon’s conversion and the founding of the church there.   

Paul was under house arrest in Rome awaiting trial before Caesar.  That meant people 

could visit him, but he couldn’t leave.  Paul shared the good news about Jesus with 

Onesimus.  Onesimus' “freedom” from slavery wouldn’t have felt very free with fear 

restricting his every move.  But fortunately for Onesimus, God had a freedom waiting 

that was beyond anything he could have dreamt possible. Through his contact with 

Paul, Onesimus was introduced to Jesus the Savior.  Paul and Onesimus then 

developed a wonderful father-son relationship spiritually.  Paul poured Jesus into 

Onesimus and Onesimus took care of Paul’s everyday needs in prison.  Paul knew 

these two men – Philemon and Onesimus – had painful, unfinished business between 

them.  He wanted to keep Onesimus with him, but that couldn’t happen without 

Philemon’s permission and blessing.  Onesimus needed to make things right with 

Philemon.  So, Paul wrote a letter to Philemon which was hand delivered back in 

Colossae by none other than Onesimus.  That very letter is in your Bible and mine.  

Let’s read it just now.  There are many wonderful things about this letter and this story, 

but none is greater than what it can teach us about forgiveness.   
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FORGIVENESS IS GRACE EXTENDED BECAUSE GRACE HAS ALREADY BEEN 

RECEIVED. 

Your ability and mine to forgive people who have offended us deeply depends on the 
realization of how much God has forgiven us.  Until we can see how great our own sin is 
before an absolutely holy God, and how much grief it causes Him and others, our ability 
to extend grace to other people is compromised.  That’s why it’s much harder for non-
Christians to forgive people who offend them than it is for Christians.  Why?  Well, until 
or unless you’ve been forgiven, it’s that much harder to forgive.  Understanding the cost 
for our forgiveness gives us the courage and motivation to forgive others.  That’s why 
the Bible always puts the two together, “Instead, be kind to each other, tenderhearted, 
forgiving one another, just as God through Christ has forgiven you.” (Eph. 4:32 NLT)  
The ultimate reason we forgive people who have offended us isn’t because they 
deserve it (they don’t), or because we’re just so nice (we’re not), but only because 
Jesus has forgiven us.  As C. S. Lewis put it, "To be a Christian means to forgive the 
inexcusable, because God has excused the inexcusable in you." 

When it comes to forgiveness, we probably agree it's a beautiful idea - until we actually 
have to practice it ourselves.  In the Lord's Prayer, Jesus linked our own need for 
forgiveness with our willingness to forgive others.  “‘And forgive us our sins, as we have 
forgiven those who sin against us.’”  (Mt. 6:12 NLT)  Is God's forgiveness dependent on 
our having forgiven others first?  No, but we should never expect to receive what we’re 
unwilling to give.  Forgiving those who have wounded us isn’t like flipping a light switch; 
it's tough!  So, we tend to shun forgiveness whenever it appears too costly.  But as 
Jesus’ followers, we must forgive.  There’s just no other way.  If forgiveness is to 
happen, we must first honestly face the sin and how it’s affected us.  Then we must 
choose to release to God the debt that's due.  The only way that happens is when we’re 
willing to look to Jesus’ cross – the foundation of any and all forgiveness.  Without the 
cross there’s no forgiveness for anybody.   

Listen to how Paul appeals to Philemon, “That is why I am boldly asking a favor of you.  
I could demand it in the name of Christ because it is the right thing for you to do….  I 
appeal to you to show kindness to my child, Onesimus….  And I won’t mention that you 
owe me your very soul!”  (Pm. 1:8, 10, 18 NLT)  Don’t you love it when people mention 
the very thing they say they won’t?  “I don’t want to remind you of all I’ve done for you, 
but….”  Then they list all the ways.  I don't believe Paul was trying to be manipulative. 
That would be inconsistent with the character of this letter.  But Paul did indeed remind 
Philemon of the basis of their relationship.  He basically said, "Hey, Philemon!  Don't 
forget where you came from.  Just like Onesimus, I told you about Jesus.  Just like 
Onesimus, you’re a sinner saved by grace.  I’m asking you to extend grace to 
Onesimus, because you’ve already received such great grace from Jesus.”   

Victor Hugo's great novel, Les Miserables, is a story about Jean Valjean, who was 
sentenced to a 19 year prison term for stealing a loaf of bread.  He became a hardened 
convict.  No one could beat him in a fight.  No one could break his will. Valjean finally 
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earned his release but found he had nowhere to go.  He wandered through a village 
seeking shelter until a generous, elderly Christian priest had mercy on him.  That night, 
while the priest slept, Valjean got up, rummaged through the house, and crept off with 
the family silver.  The next morning, three policemen knocked on the priest's door with 
Valjean in hand.  They’d caught him with the stolen silver and were ready to send him 
back to prison for life.  But the priest responded in a way no one expected.  "So, here 
you are!" he said to Valjean.  "I'm delighted to see you!  Had you forgotten that I gave 
you the candlesticks as well?  They're silver like the rest, and worth a good 200 francs.  
Did you forget to take them?" Valjean stared at the old man with an expression no 
words could convey.  Valjean was no thief, the priest told the policemen.  "This silver 
was my gift to him."  When the policemen left, the bishop gave the candlesticks to 
Valjean, who was now speechless and trembling.  "Do not forget, do not ever forget," 
said the priest. "You have promised to use the money to make yourself an honest man."  
The power of the priest's act of grace and forgiveness changed Valjean's life forever.  
Forgiveness melted his soul.  He kept the candlesticks as a precious memento of grace 
and dedicated himself from then on to helping others in need.  What gave the priest the 
ability to forgive?  Wasn’t it because, as a follower of Jesus, he himself had already 
received grace and been forgiven?  What else about forgiveness? 

FORGIVENESS REQUIRES ME TO SET ASIDE MY RIGHTS. 

Often the reason we find it so hard to forgive is because our sense of justice has been 
violated.  My rights were denied.  I didn’t get what I deserved.  Just thinking about it 
makes our blood start to boil.  We want revenge.  We want the person who offended us 
punished or made to pay up somehow.  On the one hand, a keen sense of justice 
comes from God.  On the other hand, forgiveness often entails setting aside my rights in 
order to claim or receive something greater or more important.  This story about Paul, 
Philemon, and Onesimus is fascinating because each of them set aside their rights. 

Paul gave up his apostolic authority.  Did you see that?  In many of his letters, Paul 
would immediately identify himself as an apostle.  Authority matters and Paul had a right 
to it.  But not here.  “This letter is from Paul, a prisoner for preaching the Good News 
about Christ Jesus.”  (Pm. 1:1 NLT)   Not an apostle, but a prisoner.  When he asked 
Philemon to set aside his rights as a slave owner, Paul set aside his own rights as a 
preeminent Christian leader able to order Philemon to do what he wanted.  “I could 
demand it in the name of Christ because it is the right thing for you to do.  But because 
of our love, I prefer simply to ask you.” (Pm. 1:8-9 NLT)  In other words, he set the 
example he wanted Philemon to follow.  “I’m not standing on my rights, Philemon, and I 
ask you do the same thing.  Do what’s good because it’s the right thing to do for Jesus’ 
sake.”  Paul allowed Philemon the freedom to work out what’s demanded by love, which 
implied the freedom to choose wrongly.  But he couldn’t ask Philemon to do something 
– to set aside his rights – if Paul himself was unwilling to do the same thing. 

Philemon gave up his culture’s view on slavery.  Onesimus was one of 60 million slaves 
who shouldered the weight of the Roman Empire in those days.  Your slaves were 
considered your personal property, not a person at all, but a “tool” that happened to be 
alive – like a hammer or a shovel that happened to breath and eat.  If you were a 
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runaway slave like Onesimus, the best you could expect - if you were captured and sent 
back to your owner - was to be branded on your forehead with the letter “F.”  That stood 
for the Latin word, “fugitivius” – “fugitive,” in other words, a runaway.  More likely, your 
owner just killed you by crucifixion.  In the culture of his day, Philemon would have been 
expected to take revenge on Onesimus.  “Teach him a lesson he’ll never forget, 
Philemon!  If you don’t, other slaves will get the wrong idea.”  If he forgave Onesimus, 
Philemon would appear weak and soft.  He himself would become a threat to a 
diabolical economic system that depended on fear and punishment to run smoothly.   

Even more radical than forgiving Onesimus, however, was Paul’s invitation for Philemon 
to see Onesimus has someone with equal standing before Jesus.  “It seems you lost 
Onesimus for a little while so that you could have him back forever.  He is no longer like 
a slave to you. He is more than a slave, for he is a beloved brother, especially to me.  
Now he will mean much more to you, both as a man and as a brother in the Lord.”  (Pm 
1:15-16 NLT)   That seems so obvious to us twenty centuries later, but it wasn’t in the 
first century.  A slave is a person and your brother in Christ?  Truly revolutionary!  To the 
church in Colossae – Philemon’s church – Paul had already written, “In this new life, it 
doesn’t matter if you are a Jew or a Gentile, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbaric, 
uncivilized, slave, or free.  Christ is all that matters, and he lives in all of us.”  (Col. 3:11 
NLT)  Paul eased the tension of the situation with a play on Onesimus' name.  It literally 
means "useful" in the Greek.   “Onesimus hasn’t been of much use to you in the past, 
but now he is very useful to both of us.”  (Pm. 1:11 NLT)  Jesus makes all the 
difference, doesn’t He?   It’s as if Paul says, “Even though Onesimus ran away from 
you, Philemon, he ran smack into Jesus.  As a result, what he once was, he no longer 
is.  He has a new identity in Jesus Christ.  Onesimus will always belong to you, 
Philemon, but on a different level - not as your possession, but as your brother."  

Critics of Christianity often point to this story to say the Bible justifies slavery.  “Paul 
could have condemned slavery then and there.  He should have defended Onesimus’ 
right to run away from such terrible injustice.”  But, they forget that if Christian leaders 
had encouraged slaves to revolt in the first century, nothing but tragedy would have 
been the result.  Any such effort would have been crushed by Rome and Christianity 
would have been labeled as subversive and every effort made to stamp it out entirely.  
No, Paul didn’t make a direct, frontal attack on the diabolical institution of slavery here.  
Instead, he just injected enough of God’s truth into the situation so that now today even 
non-Christians quickly acknowledge everyone is created in God’s image and possesses 
intrinsic worth.  Where did that idea come from, after all?  Christianity.  There are some 
things in this sinful, evil world which can’t be changed or achieved suddenly.  What 
Christianity did was to introduce a whole new understanding of what it means to be a 
human being and to begin to tear down all the external barriers that had been erected.   

Even Onesimus set aside his rights.  How so?  Onesimus gave up his unwillingness to 
face his past.  He had wronged Philemon in his own home.  Onesimus needed to return 
and face the mistakes of his old life as a new person in Jesus.  In Jesus, our past can 
be healed.  Some things in our past need to be resolved so we can move forward -
uncluttered - today and tomorrow.  Following Jesus isn’t about helping us escape our 
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past and run away from it.  No, instead it enables us to face our past and rise above it.  
Take responsibility for your past.  Don’t procrastinate another day.  It will only clutter up 
your spiritual life.  If you keep on carrying the load of an apology owed, a resentment 
held, or a remorse unexpressed, it’s like living in a messy house.  We can pretend the 
piles of junk aren't there, but the mess remains.  

Whenever we have unfinished business or unresolved issues with other people in our 
past, it affects our relationship with God today.  Jesus said, “So if you are offering your 
gift at the altar and there remember that your brother has something against you, leave 
your gift there before the altar and go.  First be reconciled to your brother, and then 
come and offer your gift.”  (Mt. 5:23-24 ESV)   As soon as we’re conscious of a broken 
relationship, Jesus calls us to try and mend it.  True, sometimes the person on the other 
side of a broken relationship doesn’t want to heal it.  Just make sure you’re not the 
problem.  That’s what Onesimus did.  And it was a risk – a big risk.  There’s no 
guarantee Philemon would do what Paul wanted.  Quite literally, Onesimus was risking 
his life by approaching Philemon.  Onesimus, as young as he was in following Jesus, 
understood that his faith didn’t excuse his past sins.  So he committed, with a repentant 
heart, to make his wrong a right, whatever it would cost him.  Pretty impressive, yes?  
Quite the example for us, yes?  Do you need to make things right with anybody?  Then 
go.  Do it.  Make every effort to make things right with your family, your coworker, your 
neighbor, or your brother or sister in Christ.  Here’s something else about forgiveness.   

FORGIVENESS IS ONLY POSSIBLE THROUGH GOD’S POWER IN ME.   

How did this story end?  What happened?  Did Philemon welcome Onesimus?  Did he 
set Onesimus free?  Did Onesimus go back to Rome and help Paul while he was in 
prison?  Scripture doesn’t answer any of those questions.  I agree with Bible scholars, 
however, who have concluded that, yes, Philemon did as Paul asked.  He forgave 
Onesimus.  He was reconciled to Onesimus.  And he likely sent Onesimus back to Paul 
with his blessing so that he could continue to be “onesimus” – useful – to the Christian 
leader.  On what basis?  By the very fact that you and I have Paul’s letter to Philemon in 
our Bibles this morning!  Think about it.  If Philemon had read this letter and then gotten 
all hard-hearted toward Onesimus and refused Paul’s request, do you think the letter 
would have survived and been preserved?  No, in that case, I think Philemon would 
have destroyed it.  Why would you leave any evidence around that you’d lacked grace 
and been unforgiving?  But the fact this letter exists points to a wonderful outcome. 

Something else is noteworthy, too.  Not from Scripture, but from history.  Paul likely 
wrote this letter to Philemon in the early 60s of the first century.  Fifty years later – after 
Paul and Philemon where in Heaven - a Christian martyr by the name of Ignatius was 
being transported to Rome to be executed.  He wrote letters to a number of churches.  
In writing to the church at Ephesus – a city about 100 miles from Colossae - he praised 
a certain Christian leader there named Onesimus who had visited him.  In his letter, he 
even used the same pun on Onesimus' name that Paul had used.  It’s likely – but not 
certain - that Onesimus, the runaway slave, ultimately became the leader or the pastor 
of the Christian community in Ephesus.  Sure, it could have been a different Onesimus.  
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Be that as it may, however, I’m convinced of the power of forgiveness to set people free 
and restore our lives in ways only eternity will fully reveal. 

I’m also strongly convinced of another truth implicit in this story.  Will Philemon 
remember that he, too, was a Hell-destined sinner who had been forgiven by God?  Will 
he then extend forgiveness to Onesimus and accept his slave back as a brother? 
Forgiveness is only possible through God’s power in me.  I don’t think Philemon could 
have forgiven Onesimus if God’s power hadn’t enabled him to do so.   We humans are 
so limited in our capacity to affect change in our relationships.  Yes, we can say all the 
right things and model all the right perspectives, but unless God empowers the change 
in us, it’s pretty much hopeless.  Somehow we get this idea that it's actually possible to 
do what only God can do.  Only God has the power to change hearts.  Only God has the 
power to help us forgive.  And He offers us that power through Jesus. 

One of the most remarkable stories about forgiveness I’ve ever heard comes from the 
life of Dutch Christian, Corrie ten Boom.  She and her family hid Jews in their home 
during World War 2.  Eventually, they were discovered and sent off to concentration 
camps.  Corrie and her sister, Betsie, were sent to Ravensbruck. There they endured 
much hardship and terrible brutality at the hands of the Nazi guards.  Beloved Betsie’s 
health deteriorated due to the terrible conditions and she died in Ravensbruck.  Fifteen 
days later – about 6 months before the war came to an end – Corrie was released.  She 
found out later that her release was a clerical error.  All the other women in her age 
group at Ravensbruck had been sent to the gas chambers. 

After the war, God began to use Corrie as a speaker all over Europe and then, 
ultimately, all over the world.  Two years after being released from Ravensbruck, she 
returned to Germany to give a message in a church in Munich.  After her message, a 
man approached her to thank and congratulate her for her comments.  Corrie 
recognized him immediately.  He had been a guard at Ravensbruck.  All the pain came 
back at that moment.  The abuse. The indignity.  Betsie’s pained, white face.  Now one 
of those men was offering his hand to Corrie to shake it.  Corrie, who had preached so 
often on the need to forgive, kept her hand at her side.  Even as the hurt and the anger 
boiled up inside of her, she knew Jesus had died for this man and his sin.  “Lord Jesus,” 
she prayed, “forgive me and help me to forgive him.”  She tried to smile.  She struggled 
to raise her hand.  She couldn’t do it.  She felt nothing – not the slightest spark of love or 
compassion.  And so she prayed a silent prayer:  “Jesus, I cannot forgive him. Give me 
Your forgiveness.”  And then it happened.  As Corrie took the man’s hand, the most 
incredible thing happened.  From her shoulder, along her arm, and through her hand, it 
was as if a current of electricity seemed to pass from Corrie to that man.  That day 
Corrie ten Boom discovered that it’s not on our forgiveness any more than on our 
goodness that the world’s healing hinges.  It’s on His forgiveness.  It’s by His power. 

Philemon and Onesimus.  A beautiful story of forgiveness.  Forgiveness is grace 
extended because grace has already been received.  Forgiveness requires me to set 
aside my rights.  And, forgiveness is only possible through God’s power in me.   


