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ONESIMUS, FROM ENSLAVED PERSON TO A BROTHER IN CHRIST
     
	ABSTRACT
Paul requested Philemon forgive Onesimus and receive him as a brother, making him a free man, a brother in Christ.
Sunday School Reimagined!


The 2026 Black History Month theme, A Century of Black History Commemorations". This theme marks the 100th anniversary of the first celebration of Negro History Week (launched in 1926 by Dr. Carter G. Woodson), highlighting a century of efforts to study and honor the contributions of people of African descent. ~ Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH) 









Preface
“So, God created man in His image, in the image of God created He him; male and female created He them. And God blessed them, and God said unto them, “Be fruitful and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moved upon the earth.” (Genesis 1:27 & 28)

According to Jewish customs and law, a Jew could not enslave another Jew. 

The 15th-century Portuguese exploration of the African coast is commonly regarded as the harbinger of European colonialism. In 1452, Pope Nicholas V issued the papal bull Dum Diversas, granting Afonso V of Portugal the right to reduce any “Saracens, pagans, and any other unbelievers” to hereditary slavery, which legitimized the slave trade under Catholic beliefs of that time. This approval of slavery was reaffirmed and extended in his Romanus Pontifex bull of 1455. These papal bulls came to serve as a justification for the subsequent era of the slave trade and European colonization of Africa.

What is an enslaved person? An enslaved person is a person who is forced to work for and obey another and is considered to be their property; an enslaved person.

What is a prisoner? A prisoner is a person legally held in prison as a punishment for crimes they have committed or while awaiting trial. "a prisoner serving a life sentence"

The African American Church has wrestled with Philemon for generations. This epistle has been used to speak truth to power, presidents, institutions, transform lives, and to change political ideologies and civilizations.


Introduction
We’ve often discussed Onesimus and Paul. This narrative is a what if!
A Different Perspective
Paul is crazy! He sounds crazy! I can’t believe what I am hearing. He’s asking me to return to Philemon! He thinks I’m going back to Philemon! Why does he think I ran away? Because I was treated like a Roman Senator? Paul is saying some nice things about Philemon. He has yet to ask me why I ran away. This Christ thing sounds good, but if I must return to Philemon, it won’t work for me.

What makes him think that I want to return? I left for a reason. For years, I have had to make his bath, wash his clothes, tend to his animals, and work in his fields. I work less here with Paul than I did with Philemon. I can have a Sabbath with Paul. There is no whip with Paul. He talks too much, but this is easier than hearing the crack of a whip and feeling its sting on my back. He manages, somehow, to pay me. I get paid! Paul is a free man! Why doesn’t he want me to be free? He talks about this liberty in Jesus. Yet he wants me to return to Philemon. I wonder how many other people will have to suffer through this nonsense and listen to this garbage?[footnoteRef:1] Paul calls himself a prisoner of Christ. Some prisoner! This is lavish living compared to other prisoners. I could remain a prisoner if it is like this. He isn’t harassed or mistreated by the guards or anyone around here. [1:  The New Testament, Methods and Meanings, Warren Carter & Amy-Jill Levine pages 255, 261, 2011, Abingdon press, Nashville TN] 


Onesimus said, “Father Paul, I’m very grateful for your help with Philemon.” Paul replied, “It is my duty to Christ to help you, Onesimus. I believe life will be better for you.” “It will, it certainly will be, Onesimus replied.”




Before we dive into the lesson let’s look at Roman Slavery V American Chattel Slavery.
	Roman Slavery Vs American Chattel Slavery
A key distinction between Roman and American slavery lies in the foundations and consequences of each system. Roman slavery was not race-based; it often resulted from war or debt and could lead to manumission and even citizenship. In contrast, American chattel slavery was a rigid, hereditary system built on the pseudo-scientific concept of race, almost exclusively targeting people of African descent. This system denied them legal rights and treated them as property, with no possibility of legal freedom, creating a permanent underclass. Roman slavery involved diverse ethnicities and allowed for social mobility, whereas American slavery dehumanized and racialized a specific group, making status permanent and inherited.


	Roman Slavery (Ancient World)

	American Chattel Slavery 

	Basis: Primarily debt, war captives, or piracy; not linked to inherent race or color.
	Basis: Race-based, specifically African descent; justified by racist ideologies.

	Racial Element: None; slaves came from all conquered peoples (Celts, Greeks, Africans, etc.).
	Racial Element: Central; created a permanent racial caste system.

	Social Mobility: Possible; slaves could gain freedom (manumission) and potentially citizenship, becoming freedmen (liberti).
	Social Mobility: Extremely limited to non-existent; status was hereditary (passed to children).

	Status: Could be temporary (debt) or lifelong; varied widely in treatment (from household to mines).
	Status: Slaves were considered property (chattel) under law, lacking personhood or legal rights, with no pathway to freedom. 

	Key Distinction: Ideology & Permanence
Race vs. Status:
Rome enslaved people as a status: a conquered enemy.
America enslaved people as a race, creating an ideology to dehumanize them based on skin color

	Hereditary vs. Variable
Roman slavery could end for individuals or families. 
American chattel slavery was designed to be permanent and passed down, creating generations of enslaved people.

	Treatment
Roman enslaved were often whipped, branded or cruelly mistreated. Their owners could also kill them for any reason and would face no punishment[footnoteRef:2] [2:  https://www.pbs.org/empires/romans/empire/slaves_freemen.html
] 





Background
The name Onesimus comes from the Greek word Onēsimos, which means "useful, profitable, beneficial." Paul’s letter suggests Onesimus ran away from his enslaver.[footnoteRef:3] Onesimus was culturally part of the Greco-Roman world, though his specific ethnicity is not explicitly stated. In his letter, Paul requested Philemon to forgive Onesimus and to receive him as a brother, making him a free man, a brother in Christ. There is a hint in the letter, Paul expected Onesimus to be released from slavery. (Philemon 21)This scenario illustrates how the early Christian church dealt with the enslaved. Slavery was accepted under Roman colonization. Outright protests of slavery may have ignited a servile revolt encouraging social revolution. The early church was more concerned with proclaiming the gospel of salvation over inciting social revolution.  [3:  Bible Gateway [http://biblegateway/wiki/Philemon, Epistle to PHILEMON]
] 


Our (African American) community struggles with Paul’s Epistles in various ways. In his groundbreaking book, “Jesus and the Disinherited,” Dr Howard Thurman tells how he read the Bible to his grandmother Nancy Ambrose, who was once enslaved. She promised herself, “if she ever gained freedom, she would not hear anything from Paul again.” She taught Dr. Thurman to use the Bible as a guide towards spiritual and political freedom. She also taught him how to identify when the Bible was being misused to justify slavery and segregation. 
 Here are some things Thurman's grandmother told him about the Bible: “During the days of slavery, the master’s minister would occasionally hold services for the enslaved people. Old man McGhee was so mean that he would not let a negro minister preach to his slaves. The white minister always used something from Paul as his text. At least three or four times a year, he used as a text: ‘Slaves, be obedient to them that are your masters as unto Christ.’ I promised my Maker that if I ever learned to read and freedom ever came, I would not read that part of the Bible.” 

Thurman reasoned Paul’s status as a Roman citizen is understandable as to why he instructed Onesimus to return to his enslaver. Thurman also points out that Paul’s thinking as a Roman citizen in the first century should have never been used as a reason for Christians “to oppress and humiliate” other human beings throughout history. 



Dr. Thurman mentored Dr. Martin Luther King and other Civil Rights leaders as Dean of Rankin Chapel at Howard University. “There are civil rights we have today because Thurman’s grandmother was bold enough to say that simply because it is in the Book does not mean that is for me.”

Paul was a member of an oppressed class (a Jew, like Jesus) and of the privileged class (a Roman citizen, a member of the empire which executed Jesus). As we read the text, we will see Paul viewed the Onesimus situation through the lens of a free Roman citizen instead of a member of an oppressed community. Paul used “our Master in heaven,” which refers to YAHWEH. It didn’t obligate the enslaver to be empathetic to the enslaved. Using the term ‘master’ could possibly subject the enslaved mind to unconsciously equating their master with the Master in Heaven, giving them a god-like aura, which empowers the enslaver even more.

	Foundation Scripture
“For perhaps he therefore departed for a season, that thou shouldest receive him back forever not now as a servant, but more than a servant: as a brother beloved, especially to me, but how much more unto thee, both in the flesh and in the Lord.” (Philemon 15-16, NKJV)



What about Onesimus and his thoughts? Are we to believe Onesimus had no thoughts on the matter? Scholarly tradition would have us believe Onesimus returned to Philemon and Archippus. Catholic tradition infers Onesimus became bishop of Ephesus after succeeding St. Timothy.

Our ancestor’s enslaver considered a runaway slave disobedient and defiant. Some biblical scholars considered Onesimus “a bad slave” either because he ran away, or in an allegorical sense, may have fled with Philemon’s money. In our communities historical narrative, an enslaved person running away is an act of heroism, e.g., Harriet Tubman, Sojourner Truth, Frederick Douglas, Robert Smalls, and many others. We are familiar with the history and term “runaway slave”. Our ancestors, in their quest for freedom escaped to the north. The Fugitive Slave Act of 1793 and 1850, allowed slave catchers to return runaway enslaved (or not) individuals to enslavers. 



Scripture Text
Focal Verses: Philemon 7-14, Colossians 4:7-9
7 For we have great joy and consolation in thy love because the hearts of the saints are refreshed by thee, brother.
8 Therefore, though I might be bold enough in Christ to enjoin thee to do that which is befitting,
9 yet for love’s sake rather I beseech thee, being such a one as Paul the aged, and now also a prisoner of Jesus Christ.
10 I beseech thee for my son Onesimus, whom I have begotten in my bonds.
11 In time past he was to thee unprofitable, but now, it is profitable to thee and to me.
12 I am sending him back. Thou therefore receive him, who is my own heart.
13 I would have retained him with me, that in thy stead he might have ministered unto me in the bonds of the Gospel.
14 But without thy mind would I do nothing, that thy goodness should not be, as it were, of necessity but willingly.
15 For perhaps he therefore departed for a season, that thou shouldest receive him back forever—
16 not now as a servant, but more than a servant: as a brother beloved, especially to me, but how much more unto thee, both in the flesh and in the Lord.
17 If thou count me therefore a partner, receive him as myself.
18 If he hath wronged thee, or oweth thee aught, put that on my account.

Colossians 4:7-9
7 Tychicus, a beloved brother, who is a beloved brother and a faithful minister, and fellow servant in the Lord, shall declare unto you all my circumstances.
8 I have sent him unto you for the same purpose, that he might know your state and comfort your hearts,
9 and with him Onesimus, a faithful and beloved brother, is one of you. They shall make known unto you all things which are done here.



Analysis and Interpretation of the Text
Do it for Love (Philemon: 7 -9): For we have great joy and consolation in thy love because the hearts of the saints are refreshed by thee, brother.
Paul celebrates his emotional connection with the church of Colasse and his ties with Philemon and Archippus. This is somewhat of a pretext to coordinate his plea to Philemon to receive Onesimus as a brother. Paul equates this as an opportunity to demonstrate change has occurred in Onesimus, his becoming a brother[footnoteRef:4] (Matthew 12:49-50) [4: Matthew 12:49-50] 


Onesimus escaped from his enslaver, Philemon. He somehow met Paul, who mediated their conflict.  Paul approaches Philemon subtly to implore him to receive Onesimus anew. It is through his intro, “I beg your pardon or excuse me.” By saying, in Christ, Paul takes his approach to the throne in a spiritual sense. Placing Philemon in this position would make it difficult for Philemon to say no or disagree in any sense. Paul refers to love, possibly 1st Corinthians 13:4 or Colossians 3:14. He anchors his approach with love and the verb beseech. Paul is actively engaging Philemon to entertain his request. Afterwards, he layers his request with his seniority- “Paul the aged” using this term to delicately utilize his experience against Philemon’s ordinary liability against Onesimus. Paul adds, “for love’s sake.” He is challenging Philemon’s heart, “demonstrate your love Philemon in Christian fellowship.” 

	Some Biblical commentators perceived Onesimus situation from the perspective of an enslaver. On the other hand, those who have an ancestral connection to slavery most likely consider the runaway heroic and not evil. There are Bible scholars who consider chattel slavery during biblical times not as harsh as our African American ancestors endured. Roman enslaved were often whipped, branded or cruelly mistreated. Their owners could also kill them for any reason and would face no punishment[footnoteRef:5]. The question is: do you think Jesus was beaten with the only cat of nine tails in the whole Roman empire? [5:  https://www.pbs.org/empires/romans/empire/slaves_freemen.html
] 




Could it be Onesimus wanted his freedom regardless of how good or bad his circumstances were? During our ancestors’ enslavement, there were three categories of enslaved: 1) those who had “good” enslavers, slavery was good to them. 2) Those with “merciless” enslavers, 3) Those who believed it was their right to be free. 
For Onesimus Please (Philemon:10-14): Paul reminded Philemon he is also Paul’s spiritual son. Paul pleads with Philemon to consider the situation in Onesimus’s favor. Paul adopts Onesimus, in his attempt to persuade Philemon to exchange Onesimus from enslaved to his brother in Christ. Paul pleads through fatherly love. He puts himself side by side with Onesimus and calls him his son. In the past Onesimus was useless, but now he’s useful. Why was Onesimus considered “unprofitable”? Is it because he ran away? Now, he is coming into the family of Christ, and he is considered “profitable”. This is an example of a person coming into their relationship with Christ, redeemed and having their sins forgiven. The debt is free and clear.(2nd Corinthians 5:16-18)

Onesimus’s lack of agency is apparent.  He has no voice and no say in the matter of his return.[footnoteRef:6] Traditional text does not explain how Onesimus met Paul while in Rome. The text illustrates how Paul pleads with Philemon to receive Onesimus as a brother instead of a slave. In the Catholic historical tradition, Onesimus became a Christian through Paul’s teaching, and later the Bishop of Ephesus.[footnoteRef:7] [6:  True To Our Native Land, an African American New Testament Commentary, Mitzi J. Smit-Slavery in the Early church, Fortress Press Minneapolis, Page 12 ]  [7:  Catholic New Agency-Onesimus Became Bishop. 13 December 2024] 


	Our community celebrates our enslaved ancestors who escaped to freedom. We should consider three things: 1) would Paul have kept Onesimus; 2) Paul mentions he would not keep Onesimus without Philemon’s permission. 3) If Paul considers Onesimus an asset. Why is Onesimus sometimes labeled unprofitable??



He’s your brother (Philemon:15-18):  Paul states Onesimus departed for a reason. Is Paul possibly alluding to Philemon’s or Archippus’ abusive behavior towards Onesimus? Maybe Onesimus left because he wanted to be free, just as simple as that. At one time in the United States, a slave who had desires to be free was considered mentally ill. This one simple statement- “receive him as me”- is a small but grandstand statement requesting reconciliation, restoration, escalation, and equality. Receive him as you would me. Treat him like you would treat me. No exceptions. Treat him with the same regard you would give Paul. This request insists on no exceptions or excuses. If Paul sat at the table for meals, he is to sit there too. If Paul slept in the house, so would Onesimus. Paul is Good Samaritan in Luke (Luke 10:35). The Samaritan told the Innkeeper he would pay for the stranger incurred upon his return. This reflects the same standard; Paul said I will pay you. Put it on my account. Paul assumed the burden of debt. Similarly, the sin debt Jesus paid upon the cross for us. 

Onesimus arrives (Colossians 4:7-9):  Paul is sending a team to work in Colossae, and one team member is Onesimus. He is now a preacher, deliverer, and teacher of the gospel of Jesus Christ. He escaped from Philemon and possibly returned to Philemon to be received as a brother in Christ. Then, he departed again to spread the Gospel, which Paul had taught him.

Notable Figures Who Freed Enslaved People:
· Robert Carter III: In 1791, this Virginia plantation owner initiated the largest private manumission in U.S. history, releasing approximately 500 enslaved people over several years.
· Edward Coles: A Virginia planter and aide to James Madison, Coles moved to Illinois in 1819 and freed all his enslaved workers during the journey, providing them with land for their new lives.
· Cassius Marcellus Clay: An outspoken Kentucky abolitionist, Clay inherited enslaved people but freed them in the 1830s and 1840s after being influenced by William Lloyd Garrison.
· Ulysses S. Grant: In 1859, while living in poverty, Grant legally freed William Jones, the only person he ever personally owned, rather than selling him for much-needed cash.
· George Wythe: A signer of the Declaration of Independence and mentor to Thomas Jefferson, Wythe freed several of his enslaved people and even provided for them in his will, believing in racial equality.
· William Whipple Jr.: A signatory of the Declaration of Independence, Whipple freed the person he enslaved because he believed no man could fight for freedom while holding another in bondage.


VI. Conclusion and Questions:
The commentators on Philemon had one thing in common: their perspective was from the colonizer's or the enslaver's point of view. It is hard to recognize any sense of empathy for Onesimus and his situation. Their concern was the conversion to Christ; one rarely finds a commentator who attempts to see the situation from Onesimus’s point of view. 

a. How does Paul's treatment of Philemon model the principles of Christian equality?

b. How would you respond to Paul's letter if you were in Onesimus's place?

c. How can we apply Paul's example of advocacy for Onesimus to situations of injustice today?

d. How can we promote and embody the themes of brotherhood, reconciliation, and equality depicted in Philemon in our communities today?

Take Always
1. We are all God’s Children and deserving of freedom.
2. Love our neighbor as we love ourselves.
3. Every employee is worthy of being treated as a human being made in the Image of God in the workplace.

Closing Prayer



1

image1.jpg




