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J er emiah 18:1-11,  Psalm 139:1-5, 13-17,  Philemon 1-21,  Luke 14:25-33 
 

ONESIMUS 
 
Some year s ago when I  was t aking New Test ament  under  Reginald Fuller  at  Vir ginia 
Theological Seminar y, one of  our  assignment s was t o wr it e PhilemonÕs let t er  in r esponse 
t o Paul.  I  enj oyed wor king on t hat  because not  many of  our  assignment s allowed f or  
f r ee-wheeling imaginat ion.  As you can pr obably guess, I  assumed Phi lemon would 
welcome Onesimus wit h open ar ms, as Paul r equest ed. 
 
But  put  your self  in OnesimusÕ place f or  a moment .  How did he f eel about  being sent  
back t o Phi lemon?  Bear  in mind t hat , as t he int r oduct ion t o t his epist le in my bible put s 

it , he had Òemancipat ed himself ÓÑ in ot her  
wor ds, he was a r unaway slave.  We donÕt  know 
t he det ails of  t heir  past  associat ion, but  it  was 
common knowledge t hat , when caught  and 
r et ur ned t o t heir  mast er s, r unaway slaves could 
expect  sever e punishment , maybe even deat h.  
That  has t o f igur e in OnesimusÕ decision t o 
r et ur n t o Philemon.  Fear , anxiet y have t o be 
r oiling ar ound insideÑ how will Phi lemon r eact  
when he appr oaches him wit h PaulÕs let t er ?  He 
knows he is a changed man since he has 
conver t ed t o Chr ist ianit y and become Òusef ulÓ 
(Onesimus means usef ul in Gr eek) t o PaulÑ t hat  he is 
not  t he same per son who r an away f r om 
Phi lemon.  Philemon, however , doesnÕt  know t hat .  
Will he accept  Onesimus back int o his 
householdÑ as a slave, as emancipat ed, as a 
beloved br ot her ?  I s it  even possible t o imagine 
t hat  his old mast er  would welcome him as he 
would welcome Paul?  All t hose t hings and mor e 
have t o be r unning t hr ough his mind, and yet  he 

chooses t o go, t o give up ever yt hingÑ t o f ollow in t he f oot st eps of  Chr ist , t o be Òusef ulÓ 
f or  us as an example of  willing sacr if ice.  
 
Some year s lat er , hist or y t ells us t her e is a Bishop in t he ear ly chur ch named Onesimus.  
Might  i t  have been t he same per son? 
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