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“Transformation in the here and now” 

Text: Philemon 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

Today we are blessed with a rare opportunity.  For starters, I am 
going to preach mainly on the epistle reading, which is Paul’s letter to 
Philemon.  Secondly, I modified the lectionary; I added the four verses 
from Philemon that the lectionary excluded, and by doing so, we have the 
rare opportunity of hearing an entire epistle of Paul in one reading.  It 
was the custom of the church in the 1st Century to read Paul’s letters 
publicly in worship.  That’s how the Epistles to the Romans, Corinthians, 
Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Thessalonians would 
have been presented—in their entirety to the entire gathered community.  
Granted, Philemon was written to an individual, but reading it in its en-
tirety is as close as we could come to that ancient Christian practice in a 
time frame that is practical for our limited mass time. 

The Letter to Philemon provides a quick example of a typical Paul-
ine letter written more or less in proper Hellenistic epistolary style—in 
other words, it has features characteristic of a well-written letter for his 
day.  It begins by identifying the author, along with anyone else who 
might have been involved in the letter’s composition, like a scribe or co-
author; in this case, that would be Timothy, who accompanied Paul in his 
travels.  Then it names the recipient of the letter, along with any other 
important and cherished individuals who might also read or hear the let-
ter.  And, you will notice, that those acknowledgements were modified 
with flattery and niceties.  Then, there are some words of gratitude and 
appreciation that acknowledge the importance of the recipients to Paul’s 
life and ministry.  Very typical of a Pauline letter. 

After the preliminary opening sentences, Paul proceeds to the rea-
sons why he has written the letter.  He wrote to Philemon because he 
wanted to discuss a matter concerning Onesimus, who it is presumed, 
was a slave of Philemon.  There are two schools of thought regarding 
Onesimus.  The most widely held presumption is that Onesimus was a 
runaway slave who stole some money or property belonging to Philemon, 
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and sought refuge from Paul during his imprisonment probably in Ephe-
sus, but possibly Rome or Caesarea Maritima on the coast of Judea.  An-
other suggestion is that Onesimus was sent by Philemon to care for Paul 
during his imprisonment.  In either scenario, Onesimus was converted to 
Christianity and baptized, so Paul wrote this letter to Philemon as an 
appeal on Onesimus’s behalf that when he returns, Philemon would treat 
him as a brother in Christ, maybe even more than a brother.  Perhaps 
here Paul is even suggesting that Onesimus deserves a more prominent 
role in the church.  Paul also hoped that Philemon would not punish 
Onesimus in any way and even offered to pay for anything that Onesimus 
might have taken.  At the end of his appeal, Paul blurs the lines between 
making a humble request and exercising his authority by saying to Phi-
lemon that he is confident of his obedience in this matter and will even 
go beyond what is expected.  The letter ends with the usual greetings to 
fellow workers and concludes with a doxology. 

Now a letter like this might leave you wondering about its purpose 
in scripture.  It is written to a particular individual and doesn’t contain 
any obvious statements of doctrine or teaching points for the church’s 
behavior.  The Letter to Philemon is often avoided in sermons because its 
contents seem remote to modern-day Christians, but in fact, is important 
to a part of the dark past of American history.  This letter was often used 
to justify and perpetuate the institution of slavery in America.  We are 
still wrestling with things written in Paul’s letters that have been the 
basis for the church’s teaching on the role of women in the church, sexu-
ality, and moral behavior.  Many of those interpretations of Paul’s writ-
ings have been codified in the church’s canons and in civil laws.  For cen-
turies, Scripture has been used for the purposes of suppressing and con-
trolling others.  In our own time, we have witnessed verses of the Bible 
used over and over again by religious leaders and institutions to perpet-
uate discrimination, condemnation, and to pass judgment.  But, eventu-
ally, there are many in the church recognize a different peprspetive and 
change occurs. 

There is wisdom that we can learn from this letter to Philemon.  
This is not just a letter about returning a slave; it is a statement of a 
transformation.  A transformation occurred in the life of Onesimus, such 
that Paul no longer considered him a slave, but a child then a brother, 
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and Paul urged Philemon to undergo a transformation himself and re-
gard Onesimus as a brother as well.  Kinship in the Christian community 
has always been an important factor; kinship in the Christian commu-
nity—certainly in the community of Paul—marks a relationship among 
baptized believers that is akin to adoption, with all the benefits being 
shared among them as peers.  No one is better than the other.  Paul feels 
like a father in the faith to Onesimus, who has been transformed into a 
child of the Father in heaven, and is made fully aware of the great love 
that he receives from God through Christ Jesus. 

That is the good news for us that we can glean from the Letter to 
Philemon:  in Christ, we are transformed into something new, something 
different.  In baptism, we are adopted into a great family of witnesses 
known and unknown, alive and long gone.  We are adopted into a family 
with certain privileges, but moreso, a family with certain responsibilities 
and expectations.  We are expected to love one another, respect one an-
other; we are expected to find the dignity of every human being—the bea-
con of Christ’s light that burns within all of us—even at times when that 
light seems hidden or unrecognizable.  No matter who we are, where we 
come from, where we were born, our family’s background, our status in 
the eyes of human institutions and powers, or what we’ve done in our 
lives, we are all sisters and brothers, children of God through Christ Je-
sus.  As such, we are committed to bearing witness to the good news of 
Jesus Christ.  Unfortunately, history has shown time and time again, 
that God’s holy word has been used against the people of God to deny 
them their place as a sister or brother and even the ability to serve in the 
church.  The Letter to Philemon reminds us that the walls and barriers 
that are put up between us are knocked down by our baptism, when we 
are also sealed by the Holy Spirit and marked as Christ’s own brother for 
ever.  The message of the Letter to Philemon is a testiment of the trans-
formation that we can undergo from being slaves to men into servants of 
God.  Amen. 
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