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SESSION 6

Grace to a  
Runaway Slave

Summary and Goal 

In his short letter to Philemon, Paul made an appeal for oneness and unity in Jesus Christ. He placed 
himself in the middle of a broken relationship between Philemon, a slave master, and Onesimus, a 
runaway slave. Contained within this story of reconciliation, grace, and de-exaltation is the gospel 
itself. A slave himself, Paul urged Philemon to consider love—not law, duty, or obligation. His 
instruction to receive Onesimus as a brother, not a slave, challenges us to evaluate our pride and align 
our perspectives of others with Christ’s perspective. In this letter, Paul helps us reflect on the racial, 
radical, and redemptive reconciliation Christ offers. 

Main Passage
Philemon 8-22

Session Outline
1.  Appealing to Love, Not Obligation (Philem. 8-14)
2.  Accepting a Brother, Not a Slave (Philem. 15-17)
3.  Anticipating Grace, Not Duty (Philem. 18-22)

Theological Theme
Christian reconciliation models the cross of Christ.

Christ Connection
When Paul appealed to Philemon on behalf of the runaway slave Onesimus, he placed himself in the 
middle of their broken relationship. In order to make peace, he volunteered to pay Onesimus’ debt. 
Through this action, Paul modeled Jesus Christ, who is the peacemaker between God and sinful 
humanity. By volunteering to pay our debt, Jesus reconciled us to God and to each other.

Missional Application
God calls us to live as peacemakers who reflect the heart of our crucified Savior.
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Introduction
Recount the experience of Thomas L. Johnson as a slave and then a free man 
and his friendship with Charles Spurgeon, demonstrating that Christian 
unity is not about sameness; it’s about oneness (leader p. 70; PSG p. 55). 

How can the church experience oneness without sameness? 

Why is sameness not God’s ideal for the church? 

Summarize this session on Paul’s letter to Philemon about another slave who 
should be treated as a brother (leader pp. 70-71; PSG p. 56). 

1.  Appealing to Love, Not Obligation (Philem. 8-14)
Clarify what slavery looked like in the first-century Roman Empire 
(leader p. 71). Then introduce the passage and read Philemon 8-14. 
Emphasize that Paul’s goal was not a slave revolt; instead, he relied on the 
gospel to change the world from the inside out (leader pp. 71-72; 
PSG pp. 56-57). 

How do we sometimes try to change the world or ourselves 
from the outside in instead of the inside out? 

Point out that Paul wrote to Philemon regarding Onesimus, his runaway 
slave, and appealed to him for reconciliation not on the basis of worldly 
expectations but on the basis of love. Love fuels obedience; obedience verifies 
love (leader pp. 72-73; PSG p. 57). 

What are some internal sources of external sins we commit 
or observe around us, such as murder, stealing, lying, 
and adultery? 

How can we train ourselves to obey God from love instead 
of obligation? 

 For Further 
Discussion
How do you see the gospel 
of Jesus Christ laying the 
foundation for challenging 
the desire for and 
institution of slavery?

 For Further 
Discussion
What are some motivations 
other than love that can 
fuel our actions?

How do these motivations 
compare to the motivation 
of love in both intent 
and result?

Grace to a 
Runaway Slave

Session Plan

Session 6
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2.  Accepting a Brother, Not a Slave (Philem. 15-17)
Contrast the ideas of an accident and providence (leader p. 73). Then ask a 
volunteer to read Philemon 15-17 (leader p. 73; PSG p. 58). 

Ask groups of 3-4 to answer the questions in the table. After a few minutes, 
ask groups to share some of their answers with the whole group (leader p. 74; 
PSG pp. 58-59. 

Highlight the good that God was working for Philemon through his runaway 
slave—who was no longer a slave but a brother in Christ by his faith in Jesus 
(leader pp. 74-75; PSG p. 59). 

How should our identity as children of God and siblings of 
Christ shape how we live each day?

3.  Anticipating Grace, Not Duty (Philem. 18-22)
Read Philemon 18-22. Note Paul’s use of the word “if,” encouraging 
Philemon to take full inventory of his situation with Onesimus 
(leader pp. 75-76; PSG p. 60). 

Very often, it’s not what we say that gets us in trouble; it’s 
how we say it. How does our digital culture make it even 
more challenging to be careful with our words? 

What are some ways we can be wronged that are difficult 
to respond to with grace? Why?

Call attention to the grace Paul was asking Philemon to demonstrate in 
light of the gospel that had blessed him. Also point out that Paul asked that 
Onesimus’ debts be placed on him, following the example of Jesus, who 
covered our expenses with His death (leader p. 76; PSG p. 61). 

How have you seen God use your brokenness or someone 
else’s to extend grace? 

Conclusion 
Return to the unexpected friendship between Spurgeon and Johnson, which 
demonstrated the reconciling power of the gospel. Emphasize that the future 
home Jesus is preparing for His followers should motivate us today to show 
His love and grace in the church and to the world (leader p. 77; PSG p. 62). 
Apply the truths of this session with “His Mission, Your Mission” (PSG p. 63). 

Point 2 Option
Read or summarize 
the “Essential 
Christian Doctrine” 
Family Relationships 
(leader p. 74; PSG p. 59) 
and ask the group the 
following questions:

•  How have you seen God’s 
expectations for family 
relationships benefit the 
family and its members?

•  Why is it significant that 
Paul would call Onesimus 
his son (v. 10) and call on 
Philemon to accept him 
back as a brother (v. 16)?

Christ Connection: When 
Paul appealed to Philemon 
on behalf of the runaway 
slave Onesimus, he placed 
himself in the middle of 
their broken relationship. 
In order to make peace, 
he volunteered to pay 
Onesimus’ debt. Through 
this action, Paul modeled 
Jesus Christ, who is the 
peacemaker between God 
and sinful humanity. By 
volunteering to pay our 
debt, Jesus reconciled us to 
God and to each other.

....................................................

Missional Application: 
God calls us to live 
as peacemakers who 
reflect the heart of our 
crucified Savior.



70 Leader Guide  

Introduction 
In his memoir Twenty-Eight Years a Slave, Thomas L. Johnson 

reflected on his unexpected journey from captivity to freedom. Growing 
up on a Virginian plantation in the 1840s, Johnson witnessed all the 
horrors of American slavery: the whipping post, the cruelty of sudden 
executions, and the selling of families at slave markets. 

Johnson became a free man after the American Civil War when 
Abraham Lincoln declared emancipation for all the slaves in the nation. 
Johnson traveled to Colorado where he read a pamphlet on prayer by the 
prominent preacher and bourgeoning abolitionist Charles Spurgeon. Next 
to the Bible, Spurgeon’s words ministered to Johnson most, and the former 
slave wrote him a letter. 

Spurgeon personally financed Johnson’s travel expenses to England, 
admitted him into the Pastors’ College (the first African American student 
in his college), waved his education costs, and mentored him in the faith. 
The two became inseparable friends. When Spurgeon suffered with 
depression, rheumatism, and gout, Johnson sat by his bed at night and 
lullabied the pastor to sleep with “Steal Away Home,” a song he learned as 
a slave in Virginia. 

Spurgeon’s friendship with Johnson paints in living color a 
three-dimensional portrait of the gospel—a gospel that regardless of 
background, skin color, class, or cultural difference unites God’s family 
members and demonstrates the reconciling power of the cross. 

Christian unity is not about sameness; it’s about oneness. 

How can the church experience oneness without sameness? 

Why is sameness not God’s ideal for the church? 

Session Summary 
In his short letter to Philemon (only 25 verses long), Paul made an 

appeal for oneness and unity in Jesus Christ. He placed himself in the 
middle of a broken relationship between Philemon, a slave master, and 
Onesimus, a runaway slave. Contained within this story of reconciliation, 
grace, and de-exaltation is the gospel itself. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Dear Mr. Spurgeon…While 
crossing the Atlantic, last 
September, and looking 
out upon its proud dashing 
billows and their varied 
forms, and thinking of the 
diversity in the human 
family, I remarked that ‘we 
are many as the waves, but 
we are one as the sea.’ ” 1  

–Frederick Douglass  
(1817-1895) 

 Voices from 
the Church
“The salvation secured 
by Christ in the gospel 
is more comprehensive 
than justification alone: 
it brings repentance, 
wholeness, love for 
brothers and sisters in the 
Christian community.” 2 

–D. A. Carson 

Grace to a 
Runaway Slave

Expanded Session Content

Session 6
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As we explore the letter of Philemon, don’t miss Paul’s strategy for 
establishing Christian unity. A slave himself, Paul urged Philemon to 
consider love—not law, duty, or obligation. His instruction to receive 
Onesimus as a brother, not a slave, challenges us to evaluate our pride and 
align our perspectives of others with Christ’s perspective. In doing so, Paul 
will help us reflect on the racial, radical, and redemptive reconciliation 
Christ offers. 

1.  Appealing to Love, Not Obligation (Philem. 8-14)
As we think about slavery, there’s an elephant in the room we need to 

address: what first-century slavery was and wasn’t. It’s tempting to read 
Paul’s letter to Philemon in light of our own twenty-first-century 
American context. For us, the word slavery triggers in our minds the evil 
of racial superiority, colonization, and the cotton fields of the South, as 
well as the bravery of Martin Luther King Jr. and the Civil Rights 
movement. Slavery’s root of racism is not only a thing of the past—it’s 
tragically very much alive today and continues to grieve the heart of God 
and should grieve the church also. 

But slavery in the first-century Roman Empire wasn’t based on skin 
color. The idea of “racial profiling” or “racial reconciliation” would have 
seemed strange to Paul. He reminded the Galatians, “There is neither Jew 
nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for 
you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). 

When Paul wrote his letter to Philemon, about two-thirds of people 
in the Roman Empire were slaves. 3 These men and women were enslaved 
in many ways and for many reasons. Shipwrecked sailors became slaves, 
prisoners of defeated cities became slaves, even celebrated war heroes 
became slaves (often forced into gladiatorial combat). Beyond that, anyone 
in the Roman Empire could voluntarily indenture himself to a master 
and become a slave. Some became enslaved to pay off debts or generate 
revenue. Highly educated slaves were often used as school teachers for 
small children in Roman families. 4  

Masters didn’t always treat their slaves well, of course. Paul addressed 
this problem in Ephesus (see Eph. 6:9). Slaves sometimes rebelled, 
organized uprisings, robbed, stole, and occasionally escaped. Paul 
instructed the Christians who were enslaved in Colossae to “obey in 
everything those who are your earthly masters, not by way of eye-service, 
as people-pleasers, but with sincerity of heart, fearing the Lord” (Col. 3:22; 
see also Titus 2:9). 

So why didn’t Paul explicitly condemn slavery? That is a question often 
asked and we’ll circle back around to it, but for the moment, let’s return to 
Paul in his Roman house arrest. He’s received Epaphras from the Colossian 
church. Then comes another knock on his door—Onesimus, a runaway 
slave from the same city. Read Paul’s appeal to Philemon, Onesimus’ master: 

 Voices from 
the Church
“If the Holy Spirit is 
dwelling in our hearts, then 
no power on earth can 
separate us from the love 
of God in Christ. We can 
and do have fellowship 
with all who belong to that 
church, whatever branch 
of the visible institution 
they may belong to…
Spiritual fellowship comes 
naturally to those who 
live in the Spirit, as people 
from all over the world 
can testify from their 
personal experience.” 5

–Gerald Bray 

 Voices from 
Church History
“I was like a stone lying in 
deep mire, until He who is 
powerful came, and in His 
mercy raised me up, and 
indeed again succored and 
placed me in His part.” 6 

–Patrick of Ireland  
(circa 389-461)
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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.

Organizing a slave revolt in Colossae wasn’t on the apostle’s agenda. 
After all, Rome was masterful at neutralizing uprisings. Several years after 
Paul wrote this letter, the Roman armies of Titus sacked Jerusalem because 
of a Jewish rebellion (AD 70). Jesus didn’t spend His time devising a 
military coup with His disciples. Neither did Paul. There was a better way.  

Instead of changing the world from the outside in, the gospel would 
change the world from the inside out. 

Paul understood from personal experience that only when the gospel 
gets to the source of the sin—the heart—can it enter the bloodstream and 
circulate throughout the entire body. This inside-out strategy is far more 
effective in changing individuals, families, churches, cities, nations, and 
civilizations. Paul understood that reconciliation with Onesimus must 
begin in Philemon’s heart, for as Jesus said, “out of the abundance of the 
heart his mouth speaks” (Luke 6:45). 

How do we sometimes try to change the world or ourselves 
from the outside in instead of the inside out? 

Paul could have approached this pastoral problem with a sledgehammer 
or wrecking ball. He had done so before (see Gal. 5:12). But the apostle 
didn’t want to risk crumbling the fragile and emotionally-charged 
relationship. Instead, the “old man” (Philem. 9) used a softer touch. 

In his opening sentence, Paul identified himself as a slave—a “prisoner 
for Christ Jesus” (v. 1). If Paul had mic-dropped his quill after quilting 
together the words of that one, self-deprecating blanket of a statement, 
it might have been enough to persuade Philemon. He’s basically saying: 
“Philemon, if you’re angry with Onesimus, you’re angry with me, because 
we’re both slaves here in Rome, and your slave is my very own heart.” 

But Paul didn’t appeal to Philemon on the basis of societal 
expectations, Roman convention, or religious obligation. Instead, he 
appealed to his friend “for love’s sake” (v. 9). The apostle didn’t even 
command Philemon’s obedience (though he could have). Philemon must 
choose of his “own accord” to demonstrate love (v. 14). 

 Further 
Commentary
“Paul could have 
commanded Philemon to 
‘do what you ought to do.’ 
The word this translates, 
anēkon, occurs in Col. 3:18 in 
speaking of the relationship 
of wives to their husbands. 
It speaks to what is 
proper because of the 
Christian order of things. 
The Christian realizes that 
God’s economy differs from 
humanity’s and certain 
things are inherently right. 
Treating a brother fairly and 
mercifully falls into that 
category. No Christian has 
the right to abuse another 
human being. Paul did 
not ask that Onesimus 
be released. He urged 
Philemon to respond to his 
Christian commitments 
and do what God expected. 
Paul subtly made his 
first point regarding 
accepting Onesimus.” 7  

–Richard R. Melick Jr.

 Further 
Commentary
“Through the conversion 
power of the gospel (see 
‘my son’ in v. 10), a person 
who had previously been 
‘useless’ (Greek, achrestos) 
had become ‘useful’ (Greek, 
euchrestos), now living up to 
his name (Onesimus means 
‘useful’ in Greek).” 8 

–Murray J. Harris
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Like Philemon, love is to be our motivation for obeying God in all 
things. We can easily fall into the trap of obeying God primarily out of 
obligation. We obey because we have to. We know we should. While this is 
certainly true—God has given us commands, not suggestions in Scripture—
obligation cannot be what prompts our obedience. Love must be. 

Jesus said, “If you love me, you will keep my commandments 
(John 14:15). Love fuels obedience; obedience verifies love. A steady diet 
of love fattens obedience, but obligation will starve it at some point. This 
is why Jesus fused the two together. Our love for God produces obedience 
that pleases Him and also brings Him glory as the world around us sees us 
joyfully obey. 

What are some internal sources of external sins we commit 
or observe around us, such as murder, stealing, lying, 
and adultery? 

How can we train ourselves to obey God from love instead 
of obligation? 

2.  Accepting a Brother, Not a Slave (Philem. 15-17)
There’s a word in your dictionary that doesn’t belong there. It’s a word 

you need to abandon. Several years ago, I had to take a pair of scissors and 
cut the word right out. That word is accident, which is defined as “an 
unforeseen and unplanned event or circumstance; a lack of intention 
or necessity.” 

I wasn’t the only one not to have that word in my dictionary; it wasn’t 
in Paul’s dictionary either. The apostle didn’t believe in accidents; he 
believed in providence. Even in difficult situations like the tenuous 
relationship between Philemon and Onesimus, Paul caught a glimpse of 
God’s providential hand at work. 

15 For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a while, that you 
might have him back forever, 16 no longer as a bondservant but more than 
a bondservant, 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. 

Paul had reminded the Romans (in whose city he lived as he penned 
the letter to Philemon): “And we know that for those who love God all 
things work together for good, for those who are called according to his 
purpose” (Rom. 8:28). Could this be true? Could all things really work 
together for our good? Even tragedy and turmoil, headache and heartache, 
broken relationships, sickness, suffering, and imprisonment? Even a 
runaway slave? 

 Further 
Commentary
“Owning a slave was 
common in New Testament 
times, even though it 
was an evil practice. Paul 
was giving instructions 
to the church that met in 
Philemon’s house. Paul 
showed how they could 
change the evil practices 
of the place where they 
lived. Paul said Philemon 
should accept Onesimus 
as a brother because 
status was not important 
in Christian community. 
If all the Christians who 
owned slaves at the 
time of Philemon would 
have treated their slaves 
as brothers, that might 
have ended slavery 
among Christians.” 9 

–Africa Study Bible

 Further 
Commentary
“Given the injustice of 
the institution of slavery, 
why didn’t Paul directly 
request that Onesimus 
be freed? Paul was not 
addressing the Roman 
Senate (see 1 Cor. 7:21-23) 
but rather a middle-class 
businessman in a rural 
village. His priority at this 
point was to restructure 
the relationships within the 
Christian community based 
on the love and forgiveness 
of Christ.” 10 

–Clinton E. Arnold
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Reflect on what Joseph 
told his brothers in 
Genesis 50:20.

What similarities exist between Joseph’s 
slavery in Egypt and Onesimus’ escape 
to Rome? 

“As for you, you meant 
evil against me, but God 
meant it for good, to 
bring it about that many 
people should be kept 
alive, as they are today.”

What difficult experiences in your life has God used for your good and 
His glory?

All is a little word, but it’s worth keeping in our dictionaries. Sandwiched 
between its three little letters are vast galaxies of problems Christians have 
faced throughout the history of humanity. Look at Paul. He was beaten, 
shipwrecked, stranded, sleep-deprived, starved, and even bitten by a serpent. 
But in his elderly age, after years of trials and snares, Paul could write, “This 
perhaps is why he was parted from you for a while” (v. 15). 

Perhaps. Or as John Wycliffe translated the word in his 1382 English 
Bible, “peradventure.” Look closely: Per-adventure. God is working in our 
earthly adventures—our potholed pilgrimages through life’s ups and downs, 
trials and troubles, joys and sorrows. God is working behind the scenes and 
out of sight, turning the providential gears of grace to bring good from evil. 

So what’s the good for Philemon? Paul writes that Onesimus, this 
slave, is now “my child” (v. 10). He’s “my very heart” (v. 12). He’s “more 
than a bondservant” (v. 16); he’s a “beloved brother” (v. 16). Why did 
Paul use so much ink establishing Onesimus’ new identity in Christ? 
Because Philemon’s problem was a pride problem. Onesimus was not less 
than Philemon. He was not defined by his slavery; he was now defined by 
his sonship and his citizenship in the family of God, just like Philemon. 
And so are we. 

Imagine Onesimus and Paul chatting one evening over dinner. The 
apostle says, “You know, Onesimus, God ‘raised us up with [Jesus] and 
seated us with him in the heavenly places’ (Eph. 2:6).” 

“But slaves are never seated at the master’s table,” Onesimus might say. 
“We are the ones serving the table.” 

99  Essential 
Christian Doctrines
91. Family Relationships 

God has ordained the family 
as the foundational institution 
of human society. It is 
composed of persons related 
to one another by marriage, 
blood, or adoption. Marriage 
is the uniting of one man 
and one woman in covenant 
commitment for a lifetime. It 
is God’s unique gift to reveal 
the union between Christ and 
His church and to provide for 
the man and the woman in 
marriage the framework for 
intimate companionship, the 
channel of sexual expression 
according to biblical 
standards (Heb. 13:4), and the 
means for procreation of the 
human race. The husband 
and wife are of equal worth 
before God, since both are 
created in God’s image. The 
marriage relationship models 
the way God relates to His 
people. A husband is to love 
his wife as Christ loved the 
church. He has the God-given 
responsibility to provide for, to 
protect, and to lead his family. 
A wife is to submit herself 
graciously to the servant 
leadership of her husband 
even as the church willingly 
submits to the headship of 
Christ. She, being in the image 
of God as is her husband 
and thus equal to him, has 
the God-given responsibility 
to respect her husband 
and to serve as his helper in 
managing the household and 
nurturing the next generation 
(Eph. 5:22-33; 1 Pet. 3:1-7). 
Children, from the moment 
of conception, are a blessing 
and heritage from the Lord. 
Parents are to demonstrate 
to their children God’s pattern 
for marriage. Parents are to 
teach their children spiritual 
and moral values and to lead 
them, through consistent 
lifestyle example and loving 
discipline, to make choices 
based on biblical truth 
(Deut. 6:4-9). Children are to 
honor and obey their parents 
(Eph. 6.1-3).
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“Yes, but Christ became a slave too. ‘He emptied himself, by taking 
the form of a servant’ and ‘humbled himself by becoming obedient to the 
point of death’ (Phil. 2:7-8). This is our message! Christ took your cup of 
crucifixion and drank it so you didn’t have to, Onesimus.” 

And Christian, He took your cup too. And even though Jesus is 
separated from you for a brief time, His advent is on its way. Like 
Philemon, soon you will get Him back forever. That’s why your chains 
and the walls of your prison might confine you, but they cannot define you. 
Because in God’s dictionary, Christ takes a pair of scissors and replaces the 
phrase slave to sin with the words son and daughter. 

How should our identity as children of God and siblings of 
Christ shape how we live each day?

3.  Anticipating Grace, Not Duty (Philem. 18-22)
Have you ever pulled out your credit card in a restaurant only to 

discover someone secretly picked up your tab? It’s happened only once 
or twice to me. But as Christians, we should do more of that, don’t you 
think? Maybe even today, go surprise someone with a random, unexpected 
act of gospel generosity. 

Paul did. He provided a precedent for selfless generosity by instructing 
Philemon to charge any debt Onesimus accrued to his own apostolic credit 
card. Remember, Paul wrote those words from Rome—the same city to 
whom he wrote, “Outdo one another in showing honor” (Rom. 12:10). 

Here the apostle got the opportunity to practice what he penned: 

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. 22 At the same time, prepare a guest room for me, 
for I am hoping that through your prayers I will be graciously given to you.

What a good Samaritan! Only in this case, Paul didn’t have to travel 
very far to bandage up a broken, wounded man—the victim came to 
him. “Charge that to my account” (v. 18), Paul writes. He almost takes the 
Samaritan’s words directly out of the lips of Jesus: “Take care of him, and 
whatever more you spend, I will repay you when I come back” (Luke 10:35). 

Paul’s language is subtle: “If he has wronged you” (Philem. 18). We don’t 
know how Onesimus wronged Philemon. Maybe the slave lied about his 
whereabouts, hurt someone in his grand escape, or perhaps stole some of his 
master’s money to cover his travel expenses. We don’t know the crime, but 
Paul probably knew. Onesimus probably confessed his sins in explicit detail. 

 Voices from 
Church History
“Love all men, even your 
personal enemies, not 
because they are brothers 
but in order that they may 
be brothers, in order that 
you may always burn with 
brotherly love, whether 
for one already become 
a brother or for an enemy 
so that by [your] loving he 
may become a brother.” 11 

–Augustine (354-430)

 Further 
Commentary
“By ‘your obedience,’ 
Paul could have meant 
obedience to God’s will, 
obedience to his own 
requests as a friend 
and ‘prisoner of Christ 
Jesus’ (v. 1), or obedience 
to ‘what is right’ (v. 8). 
The undefined and 
climatic ‘you will do even 
more’ could refer to the 
forgiveness of Onesimus 
and his reinstatement 
as a slave in Philemon’s 
household. More probably 
it refers to the setting 
free (manumission) of 
Onesimus, allowing him 
to enter Christian service 
there at Colossae or at 
Rome with Paul.” 12 

–Murray J. Harris
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But Paul was wise to be hypothetical. That “if” protected Onesimus’ 
confidentiality while simultaneously soliciting Philemon’s grace. With 
that one word, Philemon was gently confronted to take inventory of 
the situation. What did he truly lose? And what might he truly gain 
by extending the love and grace Paul was demonstrating, but more 
importantly, the love and grace Christ has shown him? 

Very often, it’s not what we say that gets us in trouble; it’s 
how we say it. How does our digital culture make it even 
more challenging to be careful with our words? 

What are some ways we can be wronged that are difficult 
to respond to with grace? Why?

Paul applied a soft touch in this letter, but in verse 19 he dug the quill 
deeper into the parchment. “To say nothing,” he reminded Philemon, “of 
your owing me.” Wouldn’t you love to know what memory that sentence 
triggered in Philemon’s mind? It looks like Onesimus isn’t the only 
indebted party. 

Paul was calling in a personal favor because there was something 
significant at stake: grace. And the world was watching. What would 
Philemon reveal about the gospel in how he received Onesimus? What 
would they learn about grace, forgiveness, identity, and love?

If we as Christians only obey God out of a sense of obligation or duty, 
then we commit the sin of the Pharisee: righteousness without right-
heartedness. As a former Pharisee himself, Paul knew this sin all too well. 

God desires that our obedience come from the heart. As Paul 
reminded the Romans, “Circumcision is a matter of the heart” 
(Rom. 2:29). “Bring no more vain offerings,” God rebuked his people 
through Isaiah. “Even though you make many prayers, I will not 
listen” (Isa. 1:13,15). After committing adultery with Bathsheba, David 
discovered, “The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit; a broken and contrite 
heart, O God, you will not despise” (Ps. 51:16-17). 

God cannot overlook a broken heart. He collects them, tends and 
mends them. Duty is a harsh master, but through the cracks of a broken 
spirit, the Holy Spirit enters into us and distributes grace to every limb. 
Paul had a broken heart when he penned his letter—a heart that Philemon 
could heal by demonstrating the grace of Christ to Onesimus. “Refresh 
my heart in Christ,” he instructed (Philem. 20). 

Like Paul, you and I can afford to cover each other’s expenses because 
Jesus Christ has covered our expenses. After His Last Supper, Christ 
opened His wallet, “emptied himself” (Phil. 2:7), and proceeded to 
the checkout counter where the greatest transaction in human history 
occurred—our debts for His death. Jesus picked up the tab of our 
transgressions and purchased our freedom on Calvary. 

 Further 
Commentary
“Paul’s offer is a beautiful 
illustration of the doctrine 
of substitution. He offers to 
take the place of Onesimus, 
the runaway who may have 
stolen his master’s goods. 
The apostle does not try 
to defend him. He does 
not try to explain or justify 
Onesimus’ behaviour. 
Instead he says, ‘If he has 
done you any wrong…
charge it to me…I will pay 
it back’ (vv. 18-19). And so 
there may be no doubt 
about this, he personally 
signs the letter to 
guarantee his commitment. 
What an example! What 
love! Anyone wanting to 
bring about reconciliation 
must be ready to pay the 
price, to be personally 
involved. This is the way 
in which Christ takes on 
himself the debt of our sin. 
This is how God receives 
us as his own sons and 
daughters. What grace!” 13 

–Soro Soungalo
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How have you seen God use your brokenness or someone 
else’s to extend grace? 

Conclusion 
After Thomas L. Johnson graduated from the Pastors’ College in 

London, Charles Spurgeon affirmed Johnson’s desire and commissioned 
the former slave to serve as a missionary in West Africa: “May these 
truehearted brethren be burning and shining lights in the land of their 
fathers,” he prayed. 

The unexpected friendship between Spurgeon and Johnson echoes 
Paul’s friendship with Onesimus and demonstrates the reconciling power 
of the gospel to bring God’s family together. 

Paul likely never saw the inside of Philemon’s guest room. The Romans 
executed him before he could book his travel. But Jesus prepared a better 
room for Paul—and it wasn’t for guests. Jesus once promised that He would 
“go to prepare a place for you” (John 14:3). Not even the most luxurious, 
five-star, all-inclusive bed and breakfast in Colossae could compete with the 
heavenly home Jesus prepares for His brothers and sisters. 

Paul had traveled thousands of miles by land and sea. He had boldly 
proclaimed the gospel in Jerusalem, defended himself before rulers in 
Caesarea, survived a shipwreck, arrived in Italy, and spent his prison time 
in Rome encouraging Christians throughout the empire. But in time, the 
missionary took a page out of Onesimus’ playbook and embarked on the 
grandest escape of all—a runaway adventure from the terrestrial to 
the celestial. 

Jesus has prepared a room for you too. After the toils of life are over, 
God will declare your emancipation also. Like Paul, you will escape “this 
body of death” (Rom. 7:24) and abscond to your mansion in glory—a 
home where “neither moth nor rust destroys” and “where thieves do not 
break in and steal” (Matt. 6:20).

This future home is what should motivate us today. Because we 
anticipate entering Christ’s presence and basking in His love and grace as 
His brothers and sisters, we give to others today what we will receive then. 
It is the least we, all former slaves to sin who are now one family in Christ, 
can do for one another. 

CHRIST CONNECTION: When Paul appealed to Philemon on 
behalf of the runaway slave Onesimus, he placed himself in the 
middle of their broken relationship. In order to make peace, he 
volunteered to pay Onesimus’ debt. Through this action, Paul 
modeled Jesus Christ, who is the peacemaker between God and 
sinful humanity. By volunteering to pay our debt, Jesus reconciled 
us to God and to each other.

 Voices from 
Church History
“A house is not built by 
beginning at the top and 
working down. You must 
begin with the foundations 
in order to reach the top…
The foundation is our 
neighbour, whom we 
must win, and that is the 
place to begin. For all the 
commandments of Christ 
depend on this one.” 14  

–John Colobus (4th century)  

 Voices from 
Church History
“We have but one leading 
aim, to which it is our 
deliberate and unreserved 
desire that every thing else 
in which we are concerned 
may be subordinate and 
subservient—in a word, 
that we are devoted to the 
Lord, and have by grace 
been enabled to choose 
him, and to yield ourselves 
to him, so as to place our 
happiness in his favor, and 
to make his glory and will 
the ultimate scope of all 
our actions.” 15 

–John Newton (1725-1807)
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Get expert insights on weekly studies through Ministry 
Grid at MinistryGrid.com/web/TheGospelProject. 
Grow with other group leaders at the Group Ministry 
blog at LifeWay.com/GroupMinistry.

Study Material

 - “Compelled by Love”—Chapter 6 from Transforming Grace 
by Jerry Bridges

 - “When to Cover, When to Confront”—Article by Ray Ortlund; find a 
link to this article at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources  

 - Previous Biblical Illustrator articles, including “Philemon in Its Cultural 
Setting,” can be purchased, along with other articles for this quarter, at 
LifeWay.com/BiblicalIllustrator. Look for Bundles: The Gospel Project.
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Grace to a Runaway Slave

Tip of the Week
Teaching to the Whole Person

“The goal of Christian education must be to transform the heart so 
that every aspect of the person becomes progressively more Christlike. 
Anything less denies the radical transformational power that Christ gave us 
through His grace and Holy Spirit. Learning must penetrate the surface of 
the mind, the emotions, the will, and behavior. Heart-deep teaching must 
affect the innermost core of the person.” 16 In the session plans you will find 
questions and options that target the mind, emotions, will, and behavior.

Sermon

Mark Dever: “Repentance” 

Find a link to this at GospelProject.com/AdditionalResources

Additional Resources
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Unit 2: 
Robert Smith Jr. (sessions 7-9) is a professor of Christian 
preaching and holds the Charles T. Carter Baptist Chair of 
Divinity at Beeson Divinity School in Birmingham, Alabama. 
He is the author of Doctrine That Dances and The Oasis of God. 
He is married to Dr. Wanda Taylor-Smith, and they have four 
adult children with one in heaven.

Brandon D. Smith (sessions 10-13) works with the Christian 
Standard Bible and co-hosts the Word Matters podcast. 
He is the author of Rooted: Theology for Growing Christians 
and They Spoke of Me: How Jesus Unlocks the Old Testament. 
He and his wife live near Nashville, Tennessee, with their 
two daughters.
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