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“Letters can make a difference”

It happens in books and in movies all the time. A long lost brother. A twin sister

previously  unknown.  The villain  turns  out  to  be  the hero's  father.  The butler  is

revealed  to  be  the  billionaire's  son.  And  each  time  it  happens,  the  relationship

changes. The butler is now more than just the butler. The villain is no longer the

faceless enemy.

   As children of  God, we are connected to each other in Jesus Christ. The stranger

now is somebody important. People around us can never be mere stepping stones to

be used, obstacles to be overcome, or competitors to defeat and outshine. Instead, in

Christ we are brother and sisters, mothers and fathers. In Christ we are one family. 1

That is one of  the main points of  today’s second lesson, which the apostle Paul

wrote to a slave owner named Philemon, as well as to his house church. 

   Paul writes to Philemon to intercede for his slave Onesimus. It is not said what

caused  Onesimus  to  flee.  A  slave  who  emancipated  her  or  himself  could  take

asylum in a sanctuary. They could also disappear in a large city and there eke out an

existence by begging and thievery. If  they were captured, they had to be taken back

to their master. Then the least they could expect was to be enslaved again. A far

worse fate, however, might be in store for them. The master could punish them at

their discretion. They could put the slave up for sale. If  they wanted to, they could

even kill the slave. 

   Onesimus had taken refuge with the imprisoned apostle Paul. He had certainly not

been apprehended by the police and been thrown into prison. If  that were the case,

1 Emphasis online: <https://www.sermonsuite.com/emphasis-preaching-journal/sermon-illustrations-proper-18-
ordinary-time-23-2013>.
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it  would have  been the  duty  of  the  authorities  to  take  him back to  his  master.

Perhaps he had heard Paul’s name mentioned in the house of  his Christian master

and had now hastened to him for help in his perplexity. Paul took an interest in him,

converted him to the Christian faith (verse 10), developed great affection for him,

and  benefitted  from his  dedicated  service  (verse  13).  Nevertheless  he  could  not

retain him and had no authority to do so. Therefore, he sent him back to Philemon

with  an  accompanying  letter.  Through  this  letter  Paul  used  his  influence  on

Philemon so that he would receive Onesimus as a beloved brother (verse 16), indeed

that he welcome him as he would the apostle himself  (verse 17). Paul refrained from

giving Philemon any command and from urging a distinct demand such as: give

Onesimus his freedom. Rather he puts the matter in Philemon’s hands. The decision

is his. Paul’s sole injunction to him is the commandment of  love as the norm for his

conduct.2 

   This  letter  reminds  me  of  how letters  of  appeal  and  advocacy  can  make  a

difference. For many years now, I’ve been a member of  Amnesty International, and

have  written  many  letters  of  appeal  and  advocacy  on  behalf  of  prisoners  of

conscience—people who, most often have been wrongfully arrested and imprisoned,

even though they did not advocate or use any violence. In some of  those cases, my

letters and the letters of  other Amnesty members have made a difference. Prisoners

of  conscience have been released,  and lives  have even been saved.  For example,

Phyoe Phyoe Aung an activist student in Myanmar, along with 100 other activists

were  released  from  prison  thanks  to  400,000  messages  written  by  Amnesty

members. So I  encourage you to consider becoming a member of  Amnesty and

writing letters too. 

   Back to Paul’s letter to Philemon now. There are a couple of  things that are quite

interesting. Paul does not use his authority as an apostle to pressure Philemon into
2 Eduard Lohse, Hermenia—A Critical and Historical Commentary on the Bible: Colossians and Philemon 
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1971), p. 187. 
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doing the right thing. Rather, he refers to himself  as “a prisoner of  Christ Jesus,”

and  Philemon is  referred  to  as  “our  dear  friend  and co-worker,”  and  as  Paul’s

“brother.” Moreover, Paul emphasised that Philemon do the right thing out of  love,

not out of  being coerced. 

   Paul  also  mentions  a  play  on  the  word  Onesimus,  which  means  “useful.”

Onesimus has been useful to Paul in the ministry of  the gospel, he had also been

useful to Philemon. 

   Paul ends his appeal, hoping that through this letter, Philemon would do the right

thing, and accept Onesimus back as a brother in Christ. Did Paul’s letter make a

difference? Did he accept Onesimus back as a brother in Christ? The following story

is one guess as to what might have happened. 

   Onesimus woke from a troubled sleep with a start: Had there been a soft noise, a

warning of  someone stealthily  gliding  toward him in the darkness?  He held  his

breath to  listen:  a  soft  scrabbling  sound,  and then a  few,  high-pitched  whistling

noises. A rat! He sighed in relief.

   Even with the letter from Paul in his hand, he was nervous. An escaped slave,

returning, and within a day’s journey from his master—how ironic it would be to be

caught now, jailed for removing his slave collar, perhaps sold to the galleys, to perish

at the great oars! It could happen. It had happened to others. His only hope was to

gain his master’s courtyard before he was found and turned in. Another scuffling

sound, and a twitter from the rooftop above him: Some sleeper had turned over in

his dreams, and a sparrow was protesting the disturbance. Onesimus shambled to

his feet, arched his back and attempted to stretch the early morning fog from his

muscles. In the east, the sky had lightened just a shade or two, but it was enough to

convince him to move on.

   It was late afternoon when Onesimus reached his master’s gates. He was surprised

to see his master himself  at the gate, and hesitated a moment to gather his courage.
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Then he sprinted up to his master and prostrated himself, holding up the parchment

with Paul’s seal on it  for his master to see, hoping to spare himself  some blows

before his appeal was read. To his surprise, not a harsh word was spoken, as the

man broke the seal and read the short letter. A few short bursts of  ironic laughter

broke the murmured reading, and then his master touched his head. “It seems you

have a powerful patron against my anger, my boy,” the master said. “Paul has called

in the favours I owe him. Well, get up, come in and eat, and we will talk over your

future service in this house.” Tears in his eyes, the runaway slave followed Philemon

into the house, grateful for the Christian faith which had transformed them both. He

had reason, now, to trust the future! Praise to the Lord Jesus Christ!3 

   Of  course, we do not know the outcome of  Paul’s  letter  of  appeal—whether

Philemon, in love, forgave Onesimus and accepted him back into his household, and

whether he became an active member of  Philemon’s church. However, there is one

tradition that an early Christian leader named Ignatius, had some wonderful words

to say about the bishop in a letter to the church in Ephesus. The bishop’s name was

Onesimus. Indeed, sometimes a letter can make a difference.   

   

3 Emphasis: A Preaching Journal for the Parish Pastor Vol. 25, No. 3, September-October 1995 (Lima, OH: CSS 
Publishing Co.), p. 23. 
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