


Christian Freedom
Philemon 1:8-21



Tricky issues
• The Church always faced tricky issues (doctrines, behaviour) 
• Reasons: 
• Within the Church: Made up of human sinners 
• Outside the Church: Living in the real world of sinners



Slavery: A tricky issue
• Slavery part of the world from near the beginning, also in the Bible 
• Old Testament: Instructions by God 
• New Testament: Roman Empire dependent on slavery 

• Nobody questioned it until centuries later



1st Century Christianity
• Question: How would the Christian Church deal with slavery? 
• Set slaves free? Slaves to protest? How to handle Roman laws? 

• Examples: Jesus (Lk 7:1ff; Lk 15:22); Christian slave girl (Acts 12:12); 
Paul’s instructions (Col 3:22-4:1, Eph 6:5-9, 1 Tim 6:1-2) 
• And then there is Philemon’s letter…



Philemon 1:8-21 (ESV)
8 Accordingly, though I am bold enough in Christ to command you 
to do what is required, 9 yet for love's sake I prefer to appeal to 
you—I, Paul, an old man and now a prisoner also for Christ Jesus
— 10 I appeal to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I 
became in my imprisonment. 11 (Formerly he was useless to you, 
but now he is indeed useful to you and to me.) 



12 I am sending him back to you, sending my very heart. 13 I would 
have been glad to keep him with me, in order that he might serve 
me on your behalf during my imprisonment for the gospel, 14 but I 
preferred to do nothing without your consent in order that your 
goodness might not be by compulsion but of your own 
accord. 15 For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a 
while, that you might have him back for ever, 16 no longer as a 
slave but more than a slave, as a beloved brother—especially to 
me, but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord.



17 So if you consider me your partner, receive him as you would receive 
me. 18 If he has wronged you at all, or owes you anything, charge that 
to my account. 19 I, Paul, write this with my own hand: I will repay it—to 
say nothing of your owing me even your own self. 20 Yes, brother, I 
want some benefit from you in the Lord. Refresh my heart in Christ.
21 Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do 
even more than I say.



The main issue: Paul’s intercession for a slave
• 8-9:     Paul’s appeal: Reason for writing 
• 10-11: Focus: Onesimus to be received back 
• 12-14: Explanation: Why Onesimus is sent back 
• 15-16: New Christian relationship 
• 17-21: Paul’s offer to pay Onesimus’ debt



Freedom in Christ has a major 
impact on who we are and 

how we live
Identity and Behaviour



Christians freedom: New identity
• Paul: “prisoner of Christ”, partner, co-worker, authority (vv8, 17) 
• Philemon: Follower of Christ (v19); fellow Christian; leader 
• Onesimus: Paul’s “son” (v10); “useful”(v11); Paul’s heart (12); 

“beloved brother” (v15-16)



Christian freedom: New behaviour
• Change in approach: Bold, but gentle  
• Christians are more careful how we approach others (Col 3:12-14) 

• Change in status: Prisoner and slave for Christ 
• Christians are forgiven, slaves of Jesus Christ (Rom 6:16-19) 

• Change in relationship: Slave and owner are brothers in Christ 
• Christians are equal before God (Gal 3:28; James 2:1-7)



• Change in attitude: Philemon was approachable 
• Christians see and treat other people differently (Phile 1:14, 22) 

• Change in behaviour: Doing what is right, willing servant, trusted 
• Christians’ behaviour is determined by the Holy Spirit (Gal 5:22) 

• Change in association: Paul put his reputation on the line 
• Christians take risks by trusting people 



Change in potential: A next chapter?
• Philemon is asked to take Onesimus back, forgive, restore, accept 
• Then a subtle suggestion in v21 – and a maybe result… 
• An inscription erected by a freed slave from Laodicea was dedicated to Marcus 

Sestius Philemon 
• Ignatius of Antioch (early 2nd Century) mentioned a bishop of Ephesus by the 

name of Onesimus



John Newton (1725-1807) 
• Slave trader & ship captain, saved in 1748, became Anglican minister 
• Joined William Wilberforce to work for abolition of slavey (1780’s) 
• “Amazing Grace”



Communion: Symbolising Christian Freedom

Rom 6:5-11 For if we have been united with him in a death like his, we 
shall certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his. 6 We know 
that our old self was crucified with him in order that the body of sin might 
be brought to nothing, so that we would no longer be enslaved to 
sin. 7 For one who has died has been set free (justified) from sin. 8 Now if 
we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. 9 We 
know that Christ, being raised from the dead, will never die again; death 
no longer has dominion over him. 10 For the death he died he died to 
sin, once for all, but the life he lives he lives to God. 11 So you also must 
consider yourselves dead to sin and alive to God in Christ Jesus.


