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Prologue
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Onesimus! It’s Onesimus! He’s come back!” Petros, a full foot taller than when Onesimus ran away, jumped toward the door his now cracking voice calling, “Father! Onesimus is ...”

Philemon appeared behind the boy and crossed rapidly toward the door. Onesimus almost took to his heels as he saw his former master bearing down on him, but he stood his ground even when Philemon reached roughly for him. The all-engulfing hug his master bestowed upon him was not what he had expected at all, but it didn’t take long for him to return the hug.

Philemon pulled away and the runaway was startled to see tears in the man’s eyes. “Onesimus, my son! For so long we have watched for you. I have much to tell you and,” he dropped his eyes to his feet and then looked up again, “an apology to give you! Do you remember that just before you ... left ... Petros came in and insisted that I go with him to his grandfather’s cottage because he had something to show me?”

Onesimus thought back to that day and then nodded. He and Philemon found seats on the portico.

“It was with great joy that I returned to the press room after that little trek. I was ready to tell you that all was well. Petros had found out that his grandfather, struck by the moon as he was, had taken the two missing amphorae of oil from one of the wagons because he felt he would need that much to bathe in so that he could slip from the grasp of the Angel of Death! And then we found you gone.” This last was said quietly with great sorrow.

“I am so sorry I accused you Onesimus, and I am sorry that I was not a better Christian in your presence. Even being with me every day for four months you were afraid for your life! No slave should ever have to fear for their lives when their master is a follower of Christ!”

Philemon fell silent and Onesimus swallowed a large lump that had grown in his throat.

“I, too, have an apology, Master. I should never have assumed the worst of you. I knew you were a kind and just man and I did you a grave injustice when I stole your money and ran away. My sorrow for what I have done to you is unbearable and how I have ruined my own reputation would be agonizing except that I can see, in all of this, the very hand of Yahweh at work in my life.”

Philemon raised startled eyes to Onesimus and tipped his head to the left.

“Your life and teachings did much to help me understand your religion, but while I was on my ... flight ... I met a man who slowly introduced me personally to the God of Israel. I stayed with him and learned from him for many months, knowing from the first that I would need to come back and make things right with you. At long last, he gave me a letter to give to you and told me to tell you he has plans to come to you shortly. Here it is!” He handed the letter over to Philemon and smiled when his master saw from whom the letter came.

“Paulus? You lived with Paulus and learned from him? How wonderful!” He exclaimed. “And he is coming here? Do you know when? How is he? Is he well? We heard that he was under house arrest for a while. Can you ...”

Onesimus smiled and answered all the questions he could about Paulus’s state of health and all he knew about Paulus’s plans to visit Colossae, until finally, everything seemed to have been said. They had talked through the afternoon and the sun was heading toward its bed. The mourning doves were roosting in the nearby trees and their quiet cooing uttered peace to the weary souls.

“Father,” Blandina called from inside the house. “Supper is almost ready.”

“Oh! My! It’s late, Onesimus! And no work has been done this livelong day,” Philemon said. “Too late to start clerking for me right now, so why don’t you go back to the slaves’ quarters and tell them I want you to settle in? Supper will be served there shortly and I’m sure they’ve heard that you’re back with us. Justin will have made arrangements for you and ... I expect to see you bright and early tomorrow. We have much to do to prepare for the harvest!”

“Yes, sir! Bright and early!” Onesimus replied. “Bright and early!”
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Chapter One
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Onesimus stood outside the doorway and listened to his fellow-slaves as they began to seat themselves around the table. Chatter about events of the day and laughter concerning a small mistake one of the field hands had made sounded so warm and welcoming. He breathed deeply, smelling the fresh bread, and hurried to step inside.

The sound of his sandals on the wooden floor diverted the attention of the room’s occupants to the doorway. The talk faded away, the laughter was silenced, and all was still as the diners recognized their former associate and sat wondering how to react to the presence of this runaway thief who had had the audacity to return.

“Hello,” Onesimus said simply. He had no idea what he should say next. He certainly didn’t want to seem to be justifying his flight or his return, but he also didn’t want to leave everyone wondering what had happened. Instead, he continued, “I’m back. The Master and I’ve talked, and he has forgiven me. Will you? May I join you?”

It looked at first as if Onesimus would end up sitting by himself until Vitus jumped up and ran up to him. “Onesimus! I’m so glad you’re back! The Master was so upset when you left I thought he would never smile again.”

Justin stood up and threw his arm around Onesimus’ shoulder. “It was really bad around here for a while after you left. The Master was so sad and worried. The only thing that kept him strong was his faith in Yeshua. I, too, am glad you’re back, Onesimus. Come sit by me and you can tell us all about your adventures over the next few days.”

Apollonia, who had lain awake nights for months after Onesimus’s disappearance, just stood and watched silently as Onesimus seated himself and reached for the hands of his fellow-slaves for the dinner-time prayer. What he did next surprised almost everyone present. Only those who had been able to witness the homecoming personally knew that Onesimus had spent time with Paulus and carried his commendation.

As Justin cleared his throat to begin the prayer, Onesimus spoke up. “Justin, would you mind if I led prayer tonight?”

At Justin’s nod, Onesimus began, “Loving Heavenly Father, in humility and trust we come to You to offer You our gratitude and worship. As we bow with open hearts, we ask that You bless our meal together and bless those who worked so hard to prepare it for us. Keep us in Your protection and help us to serve our Master just as we would serve You ... with all our hearts, our minds, and our might. In the Holy name of Yeshua, Amen.”

As Onesimus glanced up he saw Apollonia at the other end of the table and she was not smiling. In fact, she was frowning mightily. Puzzled, Onesimus turned his attention to the food as he determined to talk with her as soon as the meal was done.

The tables were cleared and had been re-set with basins and amphorae of water for the morning wash up. The women were leaving the men’s quarters for the night as Apollonia walked past Onesimus without acknowledging his presence and headed toward the door. “Apollonia!” he called as she went by.

Apollonia turned and Onesimus saw she was still frowning.

“Let me walk outside with you,” he said, and she nodded her assent.

It only took three steps before the young woman turned to face him.

“Who do you think you are? Have you any idea how much you put the Master through? How worried and broken hearted we ... he was? And then to come strolling back and expect to take up exactly where you left off is just ... just ... and don’t think that flowery prayer you prayed at the meal impressed me one bit! I know you well enough to know you have the most charming, most devastatingly sincere way of pretense! I don’t wish to talk with you, I don’t want to hear your pretty explanations, I don’t want to be anywhere near you!” She lifted her hand and slapped him, hard, across the cheek and then turned and ran to the women’s quarters.

Onesimus stood there, hand to his stinging cheek, and watched her until she entered her quarters. Then, shoulders slumped, he turned and went back into the men’s quarters where he was welcomed and shunned, smiled at and glared at, and spoken to and ignored, according to each of his fellow servants’ opinion.

“Your couch is still empty and your things are still in your cupboard,” Justin said heartily. “Could you tell a little of your adventure before we retire?”

Vitus came up, “Yes. Do tell us why you ran! What happened to you on the road? Where did you go and who did you see?”

The rest of the gathering was obviously making decisions about whether to join the group and learn of the former runaway’s odyssey or whether to continue to shun him and make him pay for his perfidy. Some chose the latter, but most allowed their curiosity to sway their emotions and came to join the group gathered around the table.

Onesimus had thought long and hard about what he should reveal and what he should keep to himself on his journey home because he knew this curiosity would be a big part of his homecoming. Praying along the way had helped him come to the conclusion that if he were to satisfy the curious, he’d better do so by telling the whole truth. Truth, according to Yeshua, was the means to be set free and Onesimus hoped that truth, told carefully and without embellishment, would be the means used to free some of his fellow slaves from disbelief.

“I ran because I was afraid,” he began, and the room grew still.

“I was sold into slavery by my father to pay off his debts and I knew how our family had treated slaves who pilfered things. My trust in others had been shattered when my father proved to me that betrayal could come from the most trusted of family members and I felt I could trust no one... not even a normally kind Master.

“Then the Master called me out of the olive press and told me he had found that there were two amphorae of olive oil missing. He told me that if I had done this thing he understood that I may have needed something but that I should have come to him rather than taking the oil to sell.

“I had not taken the oil and I asked for time to find the discrepancy and he gave me that but at the end of three days of searching the records I still could not find those two amphorae. And all I could think of was how my family would have treated a slave suspected of such treachery ... and I was afraid that the Master would do to me what I would have done in his place. So I took the first opportunity, when little master came into the olive press and insisted that Master go with him, and I stole a purse full of gold coins and ran, heading toward Ephesus and Rome where I hoped to get lost in the crowds of the city.”

Onesimus continued to tell his tale, telling of his trip through the fields and forests, recounting how he avoided walking on the road for fear of discovery. He told of coming to the small village and witnessing the branding of a runaway slave the people had caught and how that incident strengthened his desire to hide and run. He told of his disappointment when he found he had missed the last boat to sail for the season and his worry about where he could find lodging to await the spring and his chance to continue his flight. He ended his night’s tale with his wandering through the city of Ephesus and considering whether to winter there or set out overland for Rome.

“And that, my friends, is the beginning of my journey that ended today as I became a slave who is free in the only way that matters.

“We can talk more tomorrow but I’m very tired and I’m looking forward to my couch! Goodnight.”

With that he rose amid the groans of those who wished to hear more. Did he winter in the city or did he travel overland to Rome? How did he survive? Questions flew at him, but Onesimus, being a consummate story-teller refused to say another word knowing that their curiosity would bring them back for more the next night and, in time, he could tell of his conversion and his return to Philemon’s household in such a way that those fellow-slaves who still did not believe would get one more chance to bow before the King of Kings.
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Chapter Two
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Onesimus spent the next day acquainting himself with all the financial dealings that had gone on in his absence.

Philemon had taken back the duties of bookkeeper after he disappeared and so there was no problem with understanding what had transpired. It was simply a matter of seeing the records for the past harvests and comprehending the income and outgo for the business.

There had been no new slaves added to the household and everyone still maintained the same positions they had had before he left so he was familiar with everyone there.

He found out that Philemon’s moon-mad father who had tried to oil himself up to slip out of the grasp of Death had found peace and was now lying at rest in a nearby tomb. He also discovered that Quintin was beginning to discover girls and Blandina had slimmed down and was wearing her hair up on her head and walking like a lady instead of running across wheat fields shouting at the top of her lungs. It made him slightly sad to realize how much change the children had undergone and how much he had missed.

Archippus followed his brother Justin’s lead and accepted Onesimus back into the group but Barsabas was struggling with his feelings of anger toward his fellow-slave although he was trying to be neutral even when he couldn’t bring himself to be friendly. Onesimus did understand and tried not to let it bother him. Whenever Barsabas turned his back and couldn’t bring himself to speak, Onesimus just breathed a short prayer and went on his way.

A few of his fellow-slaves told him they had cheered him on when he ran and thought he should have stayed in Rome. To these, he explained gently that since he had found peace through the grace of Yeshua, he could not remain a runaway but had to return to the master who had treated him with kindness both before he left and after he returned.

Apollonia refused to speak to him or even to look at him as she served up her savory meals. If he approached her, she turned and walked the other way. If he smiled at her, she frowned in return. Her rebuff hurt him the worst of all.

The week wore on, the nights in the men’s quarters routinely ending now with Onesimus adding a little more to each chapter of his adventures, and soon it was time for the weekly gathering of believers. At first, Onesimus knew that some of the believers who had gathered were uneasy in his presence and didn’t know how to react to his return.

Onesimus had sat on the right side of the window on the porch before he left because Apollonia sat on the left side. He sat there now because he was involved in this life of belief and wanted to be as close to the center of things as he could get. He was saddened, though, to see Apollonia move away as soon as he sat down.

Even so, it was during this meeting that things began to change for the better.

A young woman stood and began to sing a song praising God’s forgiveness. “Our Father of the morning we praise your holy Name!” she sang. “For when we wander far away, you love us just the same! You welcome home the wanderer and open wide the door, Your grace and mercy never rest, they ride upon your wings of forgiveness!”, a prophecy about restoring fellowship to one who had stumbled and another song about welcoming home the wayward sinner. It was then that Philemon stood and took a parchment roll from his girdle.

“A while ago, a young unbelieving slave of mine, stole a purse of gold and ran away. I had begun to care for this slave and it was a very painful thing to realize that he seemingly had no regard for me. This week, Onesimus returned to my home bearing this letter from our dear friend, Paulus.

“Since he has been back, many of his fellow-slaves have forgiven him and accepted him back. But I have seen that some of them still bear grudges against him. They shun him, refuse to speak to him and walk away when he approaches them. This is wrong. If these slaves who do this are unbelievers I understand that forgiveness might come hard to them. But for those of you who name the name of Christ, forgiveness should be a natural part of who you are. After all, God forgave you and continues to forgive you time after time when you stumble. Yeshua warned that if you could not forgive others, then He could not forgive you. Let me read what Paulus has written to me concerning our returned brother.”

As he began to read the missive, Philemon glanced up at Onesimus and smiled. Then he returned his eyes to Paulus’ epistle and read.


“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 ...”


As Philemon concluded the letter complete with Paulus’ promise that he was soon to visit Colossae, Onesimus felt a soft movement near his back. He turned to look over his shoulder and saw Apollonia smiling tentatively at him. He stretched his left arm behind him and beckoned her to come join him at the window. She didn’t speak a word but the tears in her eyes said it all and Onesimus smiled.

When the meeting was concluded, Philemon smiled to see several of the slaves who had been avoiding Onesimus were gathered around talking to him. Some, especially those who were not believers, were having more difficulty with it but many had taken the messages of the gathering to heart and were beginning to accept this particular prodigal’s return.

“HO! Onesimus!” Philemon’s good-natured greeting brought a quick smile to Onesimus’ face. “Are you ready for the harvest?”

Onesimus raised his eyebrows comically and made a little face.

Philemon shoved a plateful of food into Onesimus’ hands. “Well, boy! You’d better get ready. From what I see in the groves it’s going to be a bumper crop!”
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Chapter Three
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As harvest drew near, Onesimus once again found himself knee-deep in scrolls, reeds, iron oxide, and lamp soot. His job started with creating the ink, both red and black, that he would need to record his master’s transactions and the harvest totals. As he labored over this mundane task it began to dawn on him that he would soon no longer be knee deep in tools but rather he would be neck-deep in olives and then would come the winter.

Since he had left Philemon’s household before winter had set in, he still had no idea what his winter assignment might be. Whatever it was, he was pretty certain it would be a great slow-down from harvest-time and he looked forward to it and to the chance to get to know the fascinating Apollonia better ... much better. The very thought of getting to know Apollonia brought a smile to his face. As he sat on his stool mixing his inks and preparing his writing implements, his thoughts carried him away until his hands stilled and his eyes drifted shut as he imagined how his next meeting with Apollonia would go.

Philemon looked over and saw Onesimus with the silly grin on his face, his head tilted to one side and his eyes closed and shook his head. He knew exactly what his Useful One was thinking about. Before Onesimus’ unhappy departure, Philemon had seen the quiet smiles and small touches exchanged. He had witnessed the two of them
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