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Dedication
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To my dearest Art who “always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres.” 
—I Cor. 13:7
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Preface
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This letter is from Paulus, in prison for preaching the Good News about Christ Jesus, and from our brother Timothy. It is written to Philemon, our much loved co-worker, and to our sister Apphia and to Archippus, a fellow soldier of the cross. I am also writing to the church that meets in your house.

May God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ give you grace and peace.

I always thank God when I pray for you, Philemon, because I keep hearing of your trust in the Lord Jesus and your love for all of God's people. You are generous because of your faith. And I am praying that you will really put your generosity to work, for in so doing you will come to an understanding of all the good things we can do for Christ. I myself have gained much joy and comfort from your love, my brother, because your kindness has so often refreshed the hearts of God's people. That is I am boldly asking a favor of you. I could demand it in the name of Christ because it is the right thing for you to do, but because of our love, I prefer just to ask you. So take this as a request from your friend Paul, an old man, now in prison for the sake of Christ Jesus.

My plea is that you show kindness to Onesimus. I think of him as my own son because he became a believer as a result of my ministry here in prison. Onesimus hasn't been of much use to you in the past, but now he is very useful to both of us. I am sending him back to you, and with him comes my own heart. I really wanted to keep him here with me while I am in these chains for preaching the Good News, and he would have helped me on your behalf. But I didn't want to do anything without your consent. And I didn't want you to help because you were forced to do it but because you wanted to.

Perhaps you could think of it this way: Onesimus ran away for a little while so you could have him back forever. He is no longer just a slave; he is a beloved brother, especially to me. Now he will mean much more to you, both as a slave and as a brother in the Lord. So if you consider me your partner, give him the same welcome you would give me if I were coming.

If he has harmed you in any way or stolen anything from you, charge me for it.

I, Paul, write this in my own handwriting: “I will repay it.”

And I won't mention that you owe me your very soul! Yes, dear brother, please do me this favor for the Lord's sake. Give me this encouragement in Christ. I am confident as I write this letter that you will do what I ask and even more! Please keep a guest room ready for me, for I am hoping that God will answer your prayers and let me return to you soon. Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you his greetings. So do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke, my co-workers. The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.
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Chapter One
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Three Years Earlier

Sold!” the slaver shouted. “You have bought yourself a fine slave, sir! One who is guaranteed to live up to his name. Not only is he a fine physical specimen, fit for heavy labor, he is educated and aristocratic in bearing, making him a candidate for the more cerebral tasks such as accounting and management work.”

Philemon, who at six feet tall towered over his neighbors, gently took hold of his new property by the upper arm and began to lead him away through the crowd as he spoke to the seller. “Yes, yes. I know. If I’m not mistaken I’ve already told you I’ll take him. Why do you continue to prattle on?” These slavers were about as trustworthy as rotted rope, but then what was one to do when one needed a new assistant?

“What did he mean, you’ll live up to your name... . what is your name?” he inquired in a loud but kindly voice.

“Sir, he meant ‘useful’. My name is Useful—Onesimus,” came the quiet answer.

Onesimus paid no attention to his surroundings. He’d been raised in the city and the noises and smells and colors had no meaning for him. Philemon, on the other hand, spent time in the city for business purposes but lived in the country. The woman of obvious profession dressed in gold coins and red gauze raised no interest in him, but she was a distraction to be sure. 

Philemon laughed as he sidestepped a pile of manure in the street, “Well, there’s no reason to change your name! It sounds as if your father wanted to make you sale-able from your birth, Onesimus! Do you think that is a possibility?”

Wincing slightly at the admission, Onesimus nodded.

“Yes, sir. He may very well have. I have an older brother named Protos—Preeminent one—on whom he placed his hopes for his future well-being. While I was given the same training, he looked on me as something of a... replacement part. As if my brother was the chariot and I was the extra axle, should the original one crack.” It was obvious the Useful One was hurt by this betrayal by his father and brother and his tone of voice made it clear that bitterness was spreading its ugly branches in his soul.

Philemon’s face sobered as this piece of personal history was revealed. His heart ached at the pain Onesimus had unwittingly disclosed. He began to take note of the reed-slender, quiet young man. Approximately 5’8” tall, Onesimus was the same height as most of his contemporaries. He was also muscular for his frame, although he was wirier than most, lending an air of vulnerability that was further enhanced by his quiet manner. His deep-set brown eyes looked out of a face pock-marked, but not overly so, and his pale skin bespoke a youth of relative ease.

Philemon snagged a loaf of warm bread from a street vendor, tossing a coin to the woman. He ripped the loaf in two and offered half to Onesimus.

“And then your father... what? How did he come to the point where he had to offer his own son for sale?” Philemon asked quietly.

The newly-minted slave had to swallow hard to delay tearing into the first meal he’d had this day, but he manfully resisted the temptation and replied, “Father was never very good at handling money. He was a genius when it came to using his wealth to influence others, but he forgot to count the costs of his lavish gifts and parties I’m afraid.” Ravenous, Onesimus could wait no more. He bit off a large bite of bread, chewed and swallowed rapidly, so he could continue his tale. “After years of counting as friends those who only liked him for his gifts, he found he had not only lost the family fortune but had also gotten himself into appalling debt. Lost in a bottomless pit of obligation to unscrupulous creditors, who would not hesitate to take what they felt was rightfully theirs, he had no choice... except the choice between the Pre-eminent one and the Useful one,” Onesimus shrugged. “So, there really was no choice.”

The two men walked on in silence as Philemon considered this information. “Well, Useful One,” Philemon finally spoke, “have no fear. Your place will be keeping my accounts. As long as you can keep my records straight and my business on track, you needn’t worry about spending your days in the fields beating olive trees!”

Onesimus’ head of shiny black curls bobbed in agreement. “Sir, I’ve no doubt that I can be of great service to you in that regard. I’ve been trained from the age of five to write and figure and have much to offer in the line of transaction recording.”

Reaching his litter, Philemon seated himself and motioned for Onesimus to walk along beside him as the bearers lifted the litter and made their way through the teeming streets of Colossae.

Their journey led them from the slave market, across the city, away from the chaotic noise emanating from smithies and children and fighting drunks, through streets of peaceful homes and streets of high commerce, far from the slave market and on out into the countryside north of town.

“These are my groves,” Philemon revealed to his new acquisition as they passed acre after acre of gray and twisted olive trees. “It takes many workers to gather in the harvest and it is soon coming up. You will be kept busy enough tracking and keeping accurate records of the harvest. But your task shouldn’t be too arduous, since I’ve been using a splendid accounting system for years. It shouldn’t take you more than a couple of days to understand and learn how to use it.”

Onesimus followed along as the litter was carried up a rise and through a small copse of shade trees. As they emerged from the trees, Onesimus was stunned by the magnificent view before him. In a grassy meadow where goats and sheep grazed, stood a great white and gleaming house and several large outbuildings that seemed to sparkle in the sunlight. Behind the buildings stretched an enormous vegetable garden. As the grass waved in the breeze it seemed to welcome its master home. 

The litter pulled up before the front entrance of the house and was lowered to the ground as Philemon stepped from it to the earthen path beside it.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” He asked with obvious pride.

Onesimus could only nod in wonder.

“Justin!” Philemon shouted. “Justin, come here and show Onesimus to his quarters and then bring him to me in the pressing house.”

To Onesimus, he continued, “Go with Justin. He is our chief houseman. Later, I will show you the pressing house.”

Justin was a short, round man with a fringe of snowy hair surrounding his domed head and a bustling air both in his movements and his speech. He led the newcomer to a large building behind the main house. It, too, was dazzlingly white.

“This is where all the male house slaves are quartered except those who are married... oh, yes,” he continued at the new arrival’s raised eyebrows. “The master never breaks up a family. Should you find one of the female slaves attractive enough to wed, be assured the master will not stand in your way... but also be assured, he will not tolerate idle dalliance with the women. This is a Christian household and all must abide, even if we do not all believe,” Justin prated as he led Onesimus into the building.

A row of old couches, comfortable still, but obviously replaced by newer for ones for the main household, lined one wall of the building. Between each couch and its neighbor stood an ample cupboard for housing clothing and other personal items. Each cupboard stood perpendicular to the wall so that each provided a modicum of privacy for the occupant of the couch it faced.

At the center of the room, another room arranged in similar fashion but with more couches and cupboards than the area they stood in, formed the elongated cross piece of a t-shape.

“The field workers sleep there,” Justin said. “Not because of a class difference, but because they work on a different schedule. That way we do not disturb their rest times and they do not disturb ours,” he explained.

Across from the couches were several tables upon which rested ewers and basins.

“Never appear before the master dusty or smelling,” Justin continued. “He cannot abide untidiness.”

“We eat our morning and evening meals here, at that table. At midday we sup in the cookhouse of the main house. Fine food it is, too. The same as the master eats. Even the field slaves feast on the same food, although they take their midday repast in the field.”

Onesimus noticed that most of the ten couches in the Ts crosspiece, where they were standing, were obviously already occupied. There were two, though, that had no clothing in the adjoining cupboards and no bedclothes in evidence.

“You may have your choice of the two empty couches,” his guide said warmly. Then he placed his hand on Onesimus’ arm and leaned in to whisper with a conspiratorial grin, “Only, I wouldn’t choose the one at the far end of the room. It stands next to Vitus’ bed. Vitus is the scullery boy and he, sometimes... has a foot problem.”

Onesimus smiled and wisely chose to take Justin’s advice. He selected the fourth bed from the door and placed his small bundle upon the couch.

“Good enough for now!” declared Justin. “Let’s not keep the master waiting any longer!”

Justin led him back out the door and up a winding side path to a large wooden building that stood on the southern edge of the compound beside the olive grove. Like all the buildings on the grounds, this building was lustrous, but it seemed to have no windows at all.

Onesimus’ heart sank at the thought of spending his days cooped up in a black-dark building with no light but for the light of oil lamps. “It must be dark in there!” he murmured to Justin.

Justin walked to the door and gave a perfunctory knock. “Not at all. You’ll understand in just a little bit,” he commented as he cracked the door.

“Sir,” he said, “Onesimus is settled in and is awaiting your instructions.” Then he backed out and went back to his own duties.

As Onesimus started to reach out to open the door, the master slipped quickly past him and gave a shout. A small boy who carried two trussed and squawking chickens around his neck and a basket of bread, grapes, oil, and olives in his hands was moving rapidly across the lawn toward the road. Onesimus prepared to run after the boy who had obviously stolen the food and was now absconding with it. Just as he was about to give chase, the words Philemon was shouting became clear.

“AYE! Metra! Now you be careful with that basket. Don’t spill it. And tell your mother there is plenty more when she needs it!”

Onesimus jumped as he felt something like a rock crash down on his left shoulder, but he quickly realized it was only the master’s hand.

“Well and well. I daresay you thought he was filching, did you not?” he asked with a glint of humor in his eye. “You’ll see in time that we help a lot of people around here when they are having difficulties; especially widows and children. I believe that’s what the great God of Israel and His Son, Yeshua, would have us do in these difficult times.”

Onesimus only nodded. He had little idea who “the great God of Israel and His Son, Yeshua” were, but he knew that simply declaring faith in those personages implied a repudiation of all the gods of Rome and that was a very dangerous path to take.

“With your permission, sir, I would ask you...,” he hesitated.

At Philemon’s lift of the eyebrows, he continued, “Are you claiming this God of Israel and His Son, Yeshua to be the deities you worship?”

The master chuckled. “You might say that, although they are only one deity. But never mind that just now. You will hear more tomorrow Lord’s Day.”

Onesimus felt his stomach flip over. Was this a god like the two-faced Janus of the Romans? Or was He a set of twins something like the founders of Rome, Romulus and Remus? He wasn’t sure, but he knew he wanted nothing to do with this strange religion that declared two people to be one god!

“All the household comes every Lord’s Day. The meeting is held right here, and there are no exceptions, boy.” Philemon smiled gently. “Don’t look so wary! You may find it odd the first few times, but soon you will be as much at home with us as everyone else is.”
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Philemon led Onesimus through the door and the pleasant odor of olives met the newcomer’s nose as he was led toward the center of the room. Scattered throughout the room were stone pillar-like olive presses.

“The harvesters bring the olives into the pressing house where they are washed and ground into a thick paste in the millwheels,” Philemon explained. “Then the paste is spread on those racks over there and the racks are put in the presses where, in a process you needn’t worry about, the oil is forced out of the paste and collected for export.

“There are many wagonloads of olives that come in during the harvest and it’s a good thing that the longer you wait to do the pressing the more oil you get! Those wagons need a place to wait their turn and that’s why the walls are moveable,” he explained as he placed a hand on a seemingly solid wall and pushed. The wall swung upward as Philemon walked outward, walking his hands down the wall until beams dropped from the wall to the ground, holding the wall up and out of the way, and creating a shady spot with a roof where a wagon-load of olives would be poised and readied to be emptied.

It wasn’t until light flooded through the wall/roof that Onesimus realized there had been plenty of light to see inside the windowless room.

Startled, he blurted, “Where did the light come from before the wall was moved?”

Philemon chuckled, “Look up, boy! THAT is something I devised myself!”

Tilting his head back, Onesimus gasped as he looked up at the roof. There before his bewildered eyes was a hole cut into the roof above him. Around the hole were wooden beams about six-feet tall and resting on those beams was a second roof. That roof was larger than the hole below it, creating an overhang of several feet. Light was streaming through the gap, creating natural lighting for the building while preventing rain from entering; except during the rare, torrential wind-driven horizontal rain.

“Now then,” Philemon continued. “It’s time to see where you will be working and just what you will be doing.”

He led Onesimus to a table and stool located near the presses, across the room from the noisy millwheels. “You will sit here and keep track of the wagonloads of harvested olives brought in, the number of amphorae of oil shipped, and the costs and profits accrued. I have a system of accounting that, like the lifted roof, is of my own design. It shouldn’t take you long to learn it... the method is simple enough and you don’t seem simple at all, so it should be easy for you,” he laughed.

Onesimus soon found that Philemon was right. His accounting system was indeed simple and easy to learn and to use. It consisted mostly of one large scroll and two reed styli, one dipped in a well of black ink made from lamp soot and one dipped in a well of red-hued ink made from iron oxide. The red reed was used to record expenditures, such as cartage and shipping costs, and household, and maintenance expenses. The black reed recorded income from the sale of oil.

“Most merchants use wax tablets that can be smoothed over and metal styli, but I wish to keep my records for a long time. So, I use ink and scrolls instead,” Philemon explained.

At a glance a knowledgeable clerk could find any expense or profit just by looking for either black or red ink.

After listening to the master explain his system and quite a lengthy time practicing making entries in the scroll, Onesimus was cheered to hear the master say, “Well enough for right now, Useful one! It’s time for the midday meal and I am certainly ready! I think if we don’t go in soon, I shall find myself eyeing your arm and wondering if it’s meaty enough!”

With a laugh, Philemon led the way out of the pressing house toward his residence. As they approached, he waved toward the back of the house and said, “Just follow the others. You’ll find food and fellowship in the cookhouse. Report back to the presshouse after the meal and I’ll show you what I want you to do for the rest of the day.”

Onesimus saw several people moving toward a small structure behind the main house. They were chatting and laughing and he thought to himself they certainly didn’t seem much like the unhappy and sometimes surly slaves his family owned. These slaves acted more like freemen and friends. He shook his head as he joined them as they entered the warm room fragrant with the smell of fresh-baked bread.

As Onesimus stepped inside, Justin moved to his side and spoke loudly, “Everyone, please greet our newest arrival, Onesimus! He will be working in the pressing house counting olives and denarii.”

Everyone glanced his way and murmured short greetings while continuing to work their way toward the long central table where food was laid out as you would expect to find around a family table. Onesimus was awed at the great variety of foods being offered. Besides the fresh bread he could smell, there was olive oil and salt to dip it in, two large pots of stew, ewers of goat’s milk, bowls of olives and bowls of fresh vegetables from the garden.

Noticing his stunned look, a female slave spoke up. “It’s much better here than it was at my original owners’ home! There we ate bread and thin soup three times a day and were glad to get it. Here, fresh vegetables and milk are always plentiful. And sometimes there’s even fruit to sweeten the meal. I am deeply grateful to God for the master! He saved my life when he bought me.”

After a short pause she seemed to realize she had forgotten something. “Oh!” she said. “I’m sorry. My name is Apollonia. I’m one of the cooks. I’ve been a slave for eight years and have been here for three of them. I don’t believe the master ever sells off any slaves.” She touched her veiled head as her clear gray eyes gazed steadily into his.

Struck with her unusual eyes and comely figure, Onesimus struggled to find a relevant response. He finally settled on, “Well, it certainly smells like you know what you’re doing!”

He was rewarded with a shy smile and a wooden plate.

He saw that the slaves who had filled their plates were waiting quietly and had not yet begun eating, so he too sat and waited. After the last of the slaves’ plates been filled and the last slave had been seated, Justin rose to his feet and gave a short prayer of thanksgiving to the God of Israel for the bountiful food and the kind master they all worked for. He finished by asking God to bless the master and his business as well as the food. After a hearty ‘Amen’ they all began to eat. 

Onesimus was beginning to realize that every mundane activity performed in this household might very well have some sort of prayer attached to it and He began to wonder how many of his fellow slaves were “true believers” and how many were just going along to keep the peace.

The questions flew at him from all sides and he tried to answer all of them as best he could. Was he native to the area or a captured foreigner? How had he, obviously educated and polished, wound up a slave? When they heard that his father had wasted the family fortune and then sold his son into slavery to pay his debts, around the table male heads shook while the women sighed, as they were all too familiar with the state of being of secondary importance, and love betrayed.

It seemed only a short time before Justin stood and declared, “Midday is done. Please return to your duties.” Everyone stood and started for the door. Each knew where they belonged and their assigned tasks. Even Onesimus knew where his usefulness lay this day.

The rest of the day passed as he knew it would. He entered explanations, numbers in red and black, and he counted and he read over bills of lading and receipts. It wouldn’t have taken quite so long, but thoughts of Apollonia’s clear gray eyes and gentle smile kept intruding on everything he did.

He worked until his eyes felt like sandstone and his back ached with fatigue. Just as he was working up his courage to ask the master if he could take a short break, Philemon called out, “Enough! The sun is almost down and I am beginning to covet your arm again. Let us leave off for tonight and I will see you tomorrow at the Lord’s Day meeting.”

With that, he clapped Onesimus on the back and walked out the door, leaving Onesimus to decide how much storing of equipment to do and how much could be safely left out on his table.
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The evening meal, served in the slaves’ quarters, was simple but delicious with cheeses from the midday meal and bread as well as a large bowl of figs, grapes, parsnips, and other fruits and vegetables. Onesimus was pleasantly surprised at the quality of the wine available. Remembering the meals and posca (or vinegar mixed with water) his family had provided for their slaves, he realized again that he had been sold into a home that put his family’s adequate treatment of slaves to shame. 

Beyond the good food and wine, there was a level of camaraderie among the slaves that fostered a sense of family within Onesimus.

“Useful One,” Justin called out during the meal. “Tell us more about yourself. We know what brought you to this sorry state...” A tittering among the women and low chuckling among the men let Onesimus know that the phrase “this sorry state” was not exactly how his fellow-slaves felt about this household. “So tell us of your boyhood pranks and the exploits you committed and suffered so we may see more of the real Onesimus.”

Onesimus shifted on the bench and leaned into the table as he considered which adventure he should share this night. His was a typical boyhood, ripe with many tales of perilous undertakings that would amuse and entertain the friendly listener. His only problem was choosing the right one. After a few moments for consideration, he began.

“When I was about five or six, our home mysteriously began
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