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Philemon is an example of someone who has been touched by the love of Jesus and changed by that love. Philemon hosted a congregation that met in his house. Paul calls him a coworker, which indicates he was a leader in that congregation. 

Philemon was filled with the love of Christ.

Love can be very costly. People will give up many things for the sake of someone they love. In today’s gospel reading, Jesus talks about giving up everything if we want to be his disciples (see Luke 14:33). Jesus also gave his disciples a new commandment, to love one another as he has loved us (John 13:34). This is a very big ask, because Jesus loved us so much that he gave up his life for us. Following Jesus can be costly, because following Jesus leads us to loving like Jesus.

Paul talks about Philemon’s love in glowing terms. He loved Jesus, and this love brimmed over to his brothers and sisters in Christ. His love had given Paul great joy and encouragement. His love had refreshed the hearts of God’s people.

Yet despite his exceeding love, Philemon was still a product of his context and his culture. In that culture, slavery was seen as a natural part of life, deeply embedded in social and economic life. It has been estimated 20-30% of the population was enslaved in the Roman Empire at that time. Philemon, like many of his contemporaries, was a slave owner.

Slaves were legally property with no personal rights. Their masters had the power of life and death over them. Some were treated well, others faced brutal conditions. 

Slaves were costly to buy. Records show that a household slave could cost the equivalent of 2-5 years of the average wage. Highly trained slaves with an education could cost the equivalent of up to 50 years of the average wage.  If a slave ran away and was later caught, he would almost certainly be punished. Anything from a beating, branding, tattooing and shackling were possible punishments. Repeat runaways could be executed. In extreme cases, execution by crucifixion.

Onesimus was enslaved to Philemon, and it appears that he ran away to Rome, somehow meeting up with Paul in prison. While there, he became a Christian and became a useful coworker of Paul’s.  It is possible that part of Philemon’s value was that he was educated and was Paul’s scribe while in prison. This would have made him a very valuable and useful slave. 

Sometime later, Paul sent Onesimus back to his slave master, bearing the letter we now call Philemon.

In this letter, Paul asks Philemon to welcome Onesimus when he returns, not as a slave but as a brother in Christ. Paul doesn’t appeal to any sense of Christian duty or compulsion. Instead, he appeals to the love of Christ that has filled Philemon. Love that has brought great joy and encouragement to Paul and other members of the church.

What did Philemon do?

Before Paul’s letter, had he been working out how to punish Onesimus, should he ever be caught? Had he even considered that there was anything wrong with punishing a runaway slave? Had he crossed his mind that a slave could be equal in to him in any way? Had it crossed his mind that a slave could be considered as a brother and even loved as a brother? Had he connected the dots between his relationship with Jesus and how it connected to his relationship with his slaves? Did some part of him begin to question how immoral and inhumane slavery was?

When Philemon received Paul’s letter, was he surprised, shocked perhaps? Did he have to spend a great deal of time considering it?  Did he respond with the love of Christ, or did he tell himself that Paul had no idea what being a slave owner was like and he should stay out of his business? Did he welcome Onesimus as he would have welcomed Paul, or did he punish him? Did he do even more after welcoming Onesimus, send him back to Rome to help Paul?

If Philemon chose to show Onesimus the same costly love Christ had shown on the cross, it would have come with some very significant costs. Paul had already acknowledged that Onesimus’ running away had resulted in a financial cost to Philemon, and he offers to pay him. 

There would have been other significant costs. The emotional cost of swallowing his pride and giving up his rights by forgiving a slave who had wronged him. The cost of future economic risk, if he sent Onesimus back to Paul. The cost of damage to his reputation in the community.  A strong owner would be expected to punish a runaway slave. Forgiving the slave would have looked weak and naïve. 

Some slave owners may have become upset with him because the message it sent to their own slaves would undermine their authority. Philemon’s own family may have become upset, and if he had other slaves, they may have interpreted what he did as favouritism.

How did Philemon respond? Did he respond with mercy and love, or did he follow the expectations of his culture?

How about us? How does God’s love impact how we deal with other people, both brothers and sisters in Christ and fellow human beings in general? How does God’s love planted in us, impact our vocations as citizens, neighbours, employers and workers? Are there times when the loving response is too costly?

How does the love of Christ impact the way we interact with our families? On this Father’s Day, how does love impact how Fathers deal with children and children deal with fathers? How do you deal with an adult child who has upset you by their behaviour, their decisions or their lifestyle? 

How does the fact that Christ loves you and your child so much that he died for you both, even while you were still his enemy, impact your response in such a situation? How does the love and mercy of God poured into your heart by the Holy Spirit impact the way you respond? 

Do you make judgment or mercy your priority? Do you insist on them changing, or do you exercise merciful acceptance? How do you balance your own deeply held convictions and boundaries with a boundless love? 

These are hard questions, and we don’t get a clear set of instructions for every situation. We are a work in progress as God’s beloved children, continually learning how to live lives of love in every area of our lives.

Thankfully, God does not leave us to flounder alone. He provides us with his Word, the Holy Spirit, and through Christ is walking with us. He places us in a family of fellow strugglers, brothers and sisters who can support us. God continually shows us mercy, forgives us when we respond without love, and never, never stops loving us with a love that has no bounds. Amen.
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