
Philemon 8-17

We're looking this morning at verses 8-17 in the 
book of Philemon; it’s one of Paul’s most intimate 

letters – it comes from his heart, and is one of the 
treasures in the New Testament; in fact, it’s only 

one page, it’s more like a postcard, rather than an 
epistle! For me, it’s short, and sweet, and straight 

to the point! It’s from one brother to another 
brother about a third brother!

The preacher man thanks God for good friends, 
for precious fellowship, and for the fragrant flower 

of forgiveness; he shows us the life changing 
power of the gospel and the outrageous nature of 

grace – it impacts the lives of the good and the 
not so good, it influences the decisions we make, 

it enables us to swim against the tide, it helps us 
do that which is God honouring – when all is said 

and done, that’s why God’s grace is so amazing.
There are four things about Philemon that we 

need to keep in mind – let me share them with 
you: one, he was a wonderful man – Paul refers 

to him as a ‘dear friend and fellow worker’ (1); 
two, he was a wealthy man – he owned slaves 

and his family home was big enough for the 
entire congregation to meet in (2); three, he was 

a winsome man – he was likeable, so Paul greets 
him with ‘grace and peace’ (3); four, he was a 

witnessing man – he believed in the value of one 
soul and in the need to tell others about Jesus 

(6).
This wee book is all about forgiveness – my heart 

has been blessed and challenged reading it in the 

past week. Five minutes, that’s all it takes. My 
‘heart has been refreshed’ (7). There are 3 truths 

that hit us: one, our God is a forgiving God; two, 
God forgives eagerly, totally, and lavishly; and, 

three, we are meant to be a forgiving people.  
You see, the simple truth is, never is a believer 

more like God, and more like Jesus, than when 
he forgives others.

If I choose not to forgive others, for whatever 
reason, four things happen: one, I become a 

prisoner to my past; two, it produces bitterness in 
my life; three, it gives Satan an open door; four, it 

hinders my fellowship with the Lord. It seems to 
me, not to forgive is an unwise choice!  

Let me personalise it: "I’m happy to forgive you 
because I’ve been forgiven. You’ve never done 

anything to me that comes anywhere near to all 
I’ve done to my God. And he has forgiven me. 

Therefore, I forgive you."
You can see what Paul is doing here – he’s taking 

the high ground (9) … he makes an impassioned 
appeal to Philemon to take Onesimus back into 

his household. Why? Simply because the 
runaway slave has met the Lord in the city of 

Rome – that, in itself, pays eloquent tribute to the 
matchless grace and goodness of God.  

Similar to the story of the Prodigal Son in Luke 15 
– you can run away from home, but you can’t run 

away from God. It reminds us, none are beyond 
the reach and mercy of God!

There are five points worth noting in this section:



1.  Paul’s Authority (8)
Paul doesn’t bully Philemon into making a 

decision, he doesn’t wave the trump card of 
apostolic authority, he doesn’t back him into a 

corner and start wagging his finger at him – no, 
none of this. Paul knows what needs to be done, 

he knows what ‘ought’ to be done … deep down, 
he really believes that Philemon will rise to the 

challenge and do what is right!  
So it is for you and me – we need to shape our 

lives according to the plain teaching of God’s 
Word; whatever, wherever, whenever, at any 

cost, even if it’s a tough call (as it is in this 
instance), we need to do what we know is the 

right thing to do. And when we do, that’s when 
God’s name is exalted and he is honoured. 

2.  Paul’s Attitude (9)
It is obvious that Paul holds Philemon in very high 

regard, he speaks of him as a ‘dear friend’ (1), he 
thanks the Lord for him in his prayers (4), he has 

been a source of immense blessing to him (7) … 
there is a bond of love between these two men 

that is exemplary. They are one in heart. 
We need folks like that around us – people we 

can trust, people who will be there for us in our 
hour of need. These guys were miles apart in 

terms of location, yet there are no cracks in their 
relationship – Paul has a confidence in Philemon 

that is rare these days – when you have it, it’s 
priceless. That’s why he spoke of him as more 

than a ‘friend’, calling him a ‘dear’ [beloved] friend 
(1). He was special!

Paul then throws in a couple of statements about 
himself – he’s not looking for sympathy, far from 

it, but he is tugging at Philemon’s heart strings. 
He says, take the fugitive Onesimus back for the 

sake of love … and ... for my sake too!  
He’s saying something like this: “Philemon, I’m in 

chains, I’m going nowhere; I’m getting on a bit 
now and I’m really feeling my age – I’m in my 

early 60s and the rigours and pressures of the 
last few years have taken their toll … please take 

him back, just for me.”
It’s interesting, Paul refers to himself not as a 

prisoner of Rome, but as ‘a prisoner of Jesus 
Christ’. I love that about Paul – even in a prison 

cell, under house arrest, he is passionate in his 
conviction that he is where God wants him to be. 

This preacher man paid more than lip service to 
the faithfulness of a sovereign God, one who 

rules and overrules his affairs. I have to say, I do 
not see it like that every time! That’s why Paul is 

such a challenge to each of us … why shouldn’t 
bad things happen to God’s people?

3.  Paul’s Appeal (10-11)
This is where the rubber hits the road – we’re 

getting into the nitty-gritty of forgiveness and all 
that it entails. Basically, there are three actions 

that one who forgives must take – a case of 3 Rs: 
one, there is reception; two, there is restoration; 

and, three, there is restitution (that’s in verse 18, 
where we read: “If he has done you any wrong or 

owes you anything, charge it to me.”).
The starting point is reception – so far as 

Philemon is concerned, he had to close the gap, 
he had to cross the rift, he had to heal the wound, 

and let Onesimus back into his life. Paul is quite 
emotional when he speaks movingly of him as 



‘my son’ for he’s the one who led him to the Lord 
Jesus - in that sense, he was his father in the 

faith. Paul shared the same relationship with 
Philemon, having pointed him to Christ. Like 

Timothy, like Titus, like so many others!
This is quite dramatic – try putting yourself in 

Philemon’s sandals … Onesimus is standing 
there and beside him is Tychicus with the brand 

new epistle to the Colossians stuffed in his back 
pocket; and there’s Philemon reading this short 

letter from Paul – you can be sure, it was an 
emotion charged room! Hearts are beating fast … 

in one sense, it puts Philemon on the spot!
Onesimus is different this time – three things 

prove it: one, he is fully repentant. He knows 
Jesus personally. And he’s standing back again in 

Philemon’s home – he went back, he did the 
most dangerous thing, he went back with an 

attitude of humility to face the man he had 
wronged, the man who had the power to have 

him beaten to death or even branded with a big F 
as a fugitive. He went back … that’s a sure sign 

of repentance! You don’t have to say the word, 
you just have to do the deed.

The second thing is, he had been transformed – 
see verse 11 where Paul says: you’re not getting 

the same guy back that you lost! Before, he was 
useless - now, he is useful. In fact, it’s not that 

clear in the English, but in the Greek there’s a 
play here on words – Onesimus means ‘useful’ – 

it was a common nickname for slaves back in the 
first century.

Mr Useful was useless, but now is useful – he’s 
not the same man! A radical change has taken 

place in his outlook and attitude; see what Paul 
says in Colossians 3:22-23 … he’s going to serve 

you as if he’s serving the Lord. A transformed 
individual. He’s living up to his name ... as a 

profitable servant! True for him, it should be no 
less true in our lives too!

The next couple of verses enable us to focus on
4.  Paul’s Attachment (12-13)

Here we see the third factor – Onesimus was not 
only repentant, and transformed, but he has 

proven faithful. I think there are tears in Paul’s 
eyes at this point – he says that a big chunk of 

his heart is missing because Mr O has now gone 
back to Colossae. But, at considerable personal 

cost, Paul sent him back – it was the right thing to 
do.

Paul desperately wanted him to stay – he needed 
him at his side as things were tough … in some 

of Paul’s darkest days, Onesimus had been a 
tower of strength. God was using him to get Paul 

through every day. There’s a hint at the end of 
verse 13 that Paul felt Philemon should’ve rallied 

to him in his hour of crisis – now, he sees 
Onesimus as making up for that! A kind of 

Philemon by proxy …
That begs the question: when others are in need 

and crying out for help, how quick do I respond?    
5.  Paul’s Aim (14-17)

The first of the 3 Rs is reception – the second is 
seen right here in verses 14-17, it is restoration.  

You get some idea of how Paul was thinking 
when he says what he does in verse 14 … he 

would’ve held on to Onesimus in Rome as he 
was a real gem, he loved him to bits, but he didn’t 



want to sidestep Philemon. So that’s why he’s 
sent him back to an uncertain future!

I love the way Paul speaks in verses 15-16 … 
‘perhaps the reason he was separated from you 

for a little while was that you might have him back 
for good—no longer as a slave, but better than a 

slave, as a dear brother.’ Isn’t that beautiful? Ah, 
there is the genius of grace!

How true it is, the mystery of the providence of an 
all-wise God! Onesimus ran off with a pile of 

money, seeking the bright lights of Rome, he met 
Paul, God met him … and, wow, he is changed 

from the inside out! That’s how God works. My 
friend, it can’t be explained – but neither can it be 

explained away!
Remember the clear testimony of Joseph to his 

brothers in Genesis 50:20? And Paul’s words in 
Romans 8:28? Even Psalm 76:10 where God 

causes the wrath of man to praise him! God can 
overturn any stone, he can overrule any 

circumstance – he is triumphant! Philemon … he 
lost a slave, but he gained a brother! It was a 

temporary separation that in God’s time led to an 
eternal relationship.

Onesimus is back in Philemon’s home … and, 
given time, he will be in Philemon’s heart – sure, 

he is there as a slave with a job to do – but more 
than that … he is there as a brother beloved in 

the Lord! In that sense, Philemon now had the 
best of both worlds!

That’s why Paul says in verse 17: ‘So if you 
consider me a partner, welcome him as you 

would welcome me.’ In other words, be sure to 
give Onesimus the same royal welcome you 

would reserve for Paul – he deserves it and I 
desire it! He should be welcomed back with two 

open arms, a glad heart, and a generous spirit.
The third major component in forgiveness, after 

reception and restoration is the R of restitution … 
you have that in the next section which we don’t 

have time to look at this morning. The bottom 
line: Mr Onesimus is penniless and he can’t pay 

back his debt, so Mr Paul will pay back every 
penny and more … he says, 'put that on my 

account!'
Not unlike what took place when the Lord Jesus 

went to Calvary for us – he paid our debt, he paid 
it in full and, today, we are free – we are bond-

slaves of Jesus Christ and, at the same time, we 
are brothers and sisters in the global family of 

God. That’s what forgiveness is all about!
The mega challenge for you and me is this: listen 

again to Paul in Ephesians 4:32 … ‘Be kind and 
compassionate to each other, forgiving each 

other, just as in Christ God forgave you.’  
This is the fragrant flower of forgiveness - today, 

and in all our tomorrows, my prayer is that it will 
blossom and bloom in your life and mine. 


