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Dedication

To my beloved wife, Nalongo Josephine, and to our children:
thank you for sharing the journey of my life. May you always
know that grace makes room for growth, forgiveness and a
different future. This book is dedicated to you, to our family,
and to every person who has worked for us or served
alongside us.

To people serving in foreign countries, especially maids and
other domestic workers, and to all who labour far from home
while enduring humiliation, coercion or conditions that feel
like slavery: your work does not diminish your dignity. May
you find protection, a fair hearing and renewed hope. May the
dignity of honest work be honoured, and may those denied
freedom and respect find protection and a path forward.

To everyone who has experienced misunderstanding with an
employer or a person in authority, and to employers who have
been hurt by employees: may Christ lead you toward truth,
fair responsibility and the possibility of a second chance. May
neither bitterness nor a painful past become the final ruler of
your future.

To all who have worked for us, and to all who feel that we
have failed them: may this book express our desire for
humility, reconciliation and continued transformation. To
those who have betrayed or hurt us, we have forgiven you. We
choose to release vengeance and bitterness to God. Our
prayer is that grace will bring healing and change to every life
involved.
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My own testimony of transformation

I do not write only as someone asking other people to change.
I too have needed forgiveness, correction and a second
chance. To anyone I have offended, whether a boss, colleague,
employee, partner, friend or family member, I sincerely seek
your forgiveness. Where I have spoken wrongly, acted
unwisely or failed in responsibility, I do not want pride to
prevent me from acknowledging it.

I have also forgiven those who have offended, hurt or
betrayed me. I choose not to build my future around revenge.
I have been transformed by the grace of God, and I remain
open to His continuing work in my character. Transformation
is not a claim that I have reached perfection. It is my
testimony that I am not willing to remain the same, and that
Christ can teach me to live differently.

This is why the story of Onesimus matters personally to me
and to Theos Transforming Ministries. We believe people can
change. We should not give up on people or reduce them
permanently to their failures. We should offer responsible
opportunities for growth while continuing to value truth,
dignity and accountability. My prayer is that this book will
help both those who serve and those who lead to take that
journey.

Ssentaba Ronald Salongo
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INTRODUCTION

Why a second chance
matters

Some failures become names. A person makes a serious
mistake and is thereafter known only as the one who failed.
Another person is deeply wronged and feels that forgiveness
would dishonour the truth. Between those two wounds stands
a difficult question: can a damaged relationship have a future
without pretending that the past did not happen?

Paul’s letter to Philemon brings that question into a real
household and a real church. Onesimus is not an abstract
example in a sermon. Paul speaks of him with affection and
asks that he be received in a new way. Philemon is not merely
a villain or a barrier to someone else’s success. He is a
Christian whose love has already encouraged others, and he is
now asked to extend that love into a demanding situation.

This book’s title, The Book of Second Chance, names a
pastoral theme rather than replacing the biblical title. A
second chance is an opportunity for a different response
shaped by grace. It is not an entitlement to another person’s
trust, money, home, body, leadership position or silence.
Grace refuses to reduce a human being to their worst chapter,
while truth refuses to deny the harm that must be addressed.

Read all twenty-five verses of Philemon before beginning.
Read them again after finishing. Notice Paul’s repeated
language of family, partnership, welcome, willingness and
grace. Then ask what these words would change in your own
relationships. The purpose of this study is neither to win an
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argument about forgiveness nor to pressure someone into a
meeting. It is to help readers obey Christ with a truthful,
compassionate and responsible heart.

How to use this study

Keep a Bible and notebook beside you. Read the passage first,
identify what it actually says, and only then consider the
application. In a group, allow people to pass on a question
without explaining why. Use fictional examples rather than
asking participants to reveal private wounds. Where there is
abuse, coercion or a serious threat, seek safety and
appropriate professional or safeguarding support; a Bible
study is not a substitute for protection.
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PART | | THE STORY

Onesimus: the journey of a
changed man

A historical narrative guided by Philemon 1-25 and Colossians 4:7-9

Before Onesimus appears to us as Paul’s beloved spiritual son,
he belongs to a household in a world where human beings can
be owned. His story reaches us through a letter written about
him, not through an autobiography written by him. We do not
hear his childhood memories, the terms of his sale or his

account of leaving. That silence should make us attentive: the
man is greater than the few details preserved about him.

This narrative follows what the surviving biblical evidence
allows us to say. Where it moves into the traditional
reconstruction of events, it identifies that reconstruction. No
conversations, prison incidents or personal memories have
been invented and passed off as history. Read the story with
hope, but also with respect for the facts.

Before we know his name: how did he become
enslaved?

We do not know how Onesimus became a slave. Neither
Philemon nor Colossians tells us whether he was born into
slavery, captured, sold or brought into the household by some
other route. Giving him one of those biographies would create
a story that the evidence has not preserved.

In the Roman world, people could be enslaved through birth,
warfare and sale; enslaved people worked in households and
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in many other settings. These are features of the wider
historical environment, not evidence of Onesimus’s individual
origin. His legal condition placed him under another person’s
power. It did not make him less human, less capable of love or
less worthy of God’s concern. [Historical background: Gaius
and PBS; see Sources.]

Philemon is generally understood to be the man who held
Onesimus in slavery. The household was associated with
Colossae, a connection supported by Colossians 4:9. A
Christian gathering met in Philemon’s home. Thus the story
brings us into a painful tension: Christian fellowship existed
within a society whose ordinary arrangements denied freedom
to people like Onesimus. The letter will press that household
toward a relationship its surrounding culture could not
adequately describe.

Service in a household, and a relationship
that broke

Onesimus’s exact duties are not recorded. We cannot honestly
describe him as a cook, cleaner, clerk, field worker or
personal attendant. Nor can we say how many years he served
or what wages, if any, he handled. The letter’s concern is the
broken relationship and the new relationship Paul asks
Philemon to recognise.

In verse 11 Paul contrasts a former lack of usefulness with a
changed present. That language should not become a licence
to label a person worthless. Paul is making an appeal within a
particular relationship and playing on a name associated with
usefulness. The gospel’s invitation is not that an unwanted
object has become productive property; it is that a person
must now be seen as a beloved brother.
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At some point Onesimus was separated from Philemon. The
familiar historical reading understands him as having run
away. Some interpreters consider whether he deliberately
sought Paul’s help as a mediator. The letter does not explain
the original departure or the exact reason for seeking Paul.
Verse 18 allows for wrong or debt, but does not establish a
theft. We therefore tell the traditional story as a
reconstruction: an enslaved man left the household and later
came into contact with Paul. His motives, route and full
account remain unknown.

Paul in confinement: not a second prisoner’s
case history

The man we can certainly identify as a prisoner is Paul. He
writes from imprisonment and repeatedly refers to his chains.
A common reconstruction places the letter during Paul’s
Roman imprisonment, in the early 60s AD, though other
prison settings have been proposed. Philemon itself gives no
city or date.

If the Roman setting is correct, Acts 28:16 and 30-31 provides
useful context: Paul was guarded, lived in rented
accommodation and received people who came to him. This
was confinement, yet visitors could hear his teaching. It is
therefore unnecessary to invent an arrest for Onesimus to
explain how the men could meet.

Scripture does not say that Onesimus was arrested,
sentenced, locked in a cell or made Paul’s fellow prisoner. To
say that he “ended up in prison” as a convicted inmate would
go beyond the evidence. We can say that he came into Paul’s
circle during Paul’s imprisonment. How he first gained access,
who introduced him and what prompted their first

THEOS LIBRARY | SSENTABA RONALD SALONGO 10



PHILEMON: THE BOOK OF SECOND CHANCE

conversation are not recorded. The encounter is historically
meaningful even without an invented prison scene.

An encounter becomes a new birth

When Onesimus entered Paul’s life, he encountered more than
an influential acquaintance. Paul later describes him as his
child, brought to spiritual birth during imprisonment (verse
10). This is the letter’s testimony to conversion: through
Paul’s ministry, Onesimus became a believer in Christ.

The exact sermon, confession and day of conversion are
unknown. The letter gives us the outcome rather than a
transcript. Paul recognises a new family relationship.
Onesimus is no longer presented merely through a disputed
past. He is a person in whom God has begun a new work.

Conversion does not mean he suddenly became incapable of
mistakes. It means that his allegiance and identity had
changed. The life that followed was to express that change. In
the language of this study, the Father’s mercy receives, the
Son’s redeeming work reconciles and the Holy Spirit renews.
This Trinitarian confession expresses the wider Christian
faith; it is not a claim that Philemon gives a detailed account
of each stage of Onesimus’s experience.

Here the story speaks directly to the heartbeat of Theos
Transforming Ministries: lives can be transformed and
wounded relationships can be approached differently. A
ministry of transformation does not discard people because
their past is difficult. It brings them to Christ, teaches them
truth and walks patiently with the work of renewal.
Onesimus’s story gives reason to hope for anyone, while never
promising that change can be forced or judged by words
alone.
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The changed man becomes a helper

Paul’s affection is joined to experience. Onesimus has become
useful to him, and Paul would like to keep him as a helper in
the work of the gospel (verses 11-13). We are not given a list
of tasks. We should not invent errands, meals or secret
messages. We are told enough to see a changed life becoming
a source of practical good.

Transformation is more than a new description spoken over
someone. It begins to bear fruit in conduct. A person who has
received mercy learns to become dependable, willing to serve
and open to correction. The need for accountability does not
contradict hope; it gives hope a truthful setting in which to
grow.

Paul also changes the way Onesimus is represented to others.
Colossians 4:9 calls him faithful and beloved. The person once
associated with a damaged relationship is now introduced as a
brother. This is one of the great gifts an advocate can offer: to
speak honestly about present growth without hiding
unresolved responsibilities. Paul neither abandons Onesimus
nor pretends that Philemon’s concerns do not exist.

The letter that travels ahead of a welcome

Paul’s desire to retain a valued helper does not end the
matter. He will not simply keep Onesimus without addressing
Philemon. He writes an appeal rooted in love rather than
reducing the issue to a contest of power. He sends Onesimus
back as someone dear to his own heart, asks that he be
received as Paul himself would be received and offers to bear
any charge that needs to be addressed.
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The letter is addressed to Philemon, Apphia, Archippus and
the church in the house. The return therefore concerns more
than a private arrangement. The community is called to
reckon with the meaning of Christian brotherhood. What will
it mean to welcome someone whose old place in the household
was shaped by slavery, but whose life is now confessed to
belong to Christ?

Colossians 4:7-9 connects Onesimus with Tychicus as a
messenger to the Colossian believers. It is reasonable to link
that journey with the return envisaged in Philemon. The
precise travel arrangements, date and handling of the letters
are not narrated. We should not invent the route or the
moment at which Philemon opened the letter.

And here our surviving evidence stops. We are not told
Philemon’s answer, the terms of any release or the later
course of the household’s life. Later traditions about an
Ephesian bishop named Onesimus do not securely establish
the future of this particular man. The biblical ending remains
an appeal for grace to become visible in action.

The story reaches our own door

The lesson is larger than the claim that a disappointing
worker became a better worker. Onesimus is transformed in
his relationship to Christ; Paul embodies costly advocacy;
Philemon is called into a transformed way of receiving him;
and the church must learn what brotherhood requires. The
gospel addresses the person seeking another opportunity and
the person deciding how to respond.

To the worker far from home, the domestic worker whose
labour is overlooked, and the person who has been treated
like property: you have dignity that no employer can give or
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remove. To the person who has failed a responsibility: truth
and repentance can open a different path. To an employer
hurt by an employee: do not declare another person beyond
transformation. Fair consequences and a patient hope for
change can stand together.

A second chance may take the form of mentoring, a new task,
a reference that tells the truth, an apology received, a repair
accepted or a relationship rebuilt gradually. It need not mean
renewed employment, immediate reinstatement or access to
the same people. We do not give up on a person’s capacity for
change, even when we cannot safely resume a former
arrangement. This is hope with integrity, and it is the kind of
transformation this book invites us to pursue.

Reflect and discuss

1. Where does the narrative give us established evidence, and
where does it identify uncertainty?

2. Which transformation do you most need: your own conduct,
your view of another person, or the way you use authority?

3. What responsible second chance could your family,
workplace or church make possible?

Prayer for the journey

Father, thank You for seeing people whom others overlook.
Lord Jesus, lead us out of sin and into the life Your grace
makes possible. Holy Spirit, renew our minds and conduct.
Teach us to recognise change, encourage repentance and
protect the dignity of every person. Amen.
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PART Il | FULL COMMENTARY

Walking through the letter,
one verse at a time

Read each verse in your Bible before its commentary. Verse summaries below
are original explanations, not quotations from a Bible translation.

The story now slows down so that each sentence can be
heard. Follow Paul from greeting to thanksgiving, from appeal
to practical responsibility, and finally to prayer and grace. The
commentary keeps the returning man, the receiving
household and the watching community in view. The twelve
thematic chapters that follow remain part of the book and
develop these lessons further.

Verse 1 | Three lives brought together

In the verse: Paul identifies himself as a prisoner of Christ Jesus, includes
Timothy and greets Philemon as loved and a fellow worker.

The opening holds together imprisonment, brotherhood and
partnership. Paul’s restricted circumstances have not ended
his ministry. Timothy is included within a shared work, and

Philemon is approached through an existing relationship of

affection. Before the disputed situation is raised, the people
involved are placed within the life of Christ.

Calling himself Christ’s prisoner gives Paul’s suffering a
theological orientation. It does not mean that every arrest is
just or that every prisoner is innocent. It means that Paul
understands his present situation in relation to the Lord he
serves. He begins as a vulnerable servant rather than leading
with an assertion of rank.
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The greeting also prevents us from flattening Philemon into
an obstacle. He is addressed as a Christian partner, a person
capable of responding to love. Transformation often begins
when someone is called to live consistently with the good
already professed. Paul will challenge his friend, but he does
not start by denying their relationship.

Live the lesson. Before a difficult conversation, identify the

shared responsibility that could support an honest appeal. Do
not use friendship to avoid the issue; use it to seek a truthful

hearing.

Prayer. Lord Jesus, keep our trials from closing our hearts
and teach us to address others with truth and respect.

Verse 2 | A household hears the gospel’s
demand

In the verse: Apphia, Archippus and the church meeting in the house are
included in the address.

The circle widens beyond Philemon. Apphia is named with
honour and Archippus as a fellow soldier, language of shared
Christian struggle. The text does not identify them as
Philemon’s wife and son, even though that family
reconstruction is familiar. Their names matter without our
supplying a family tree.

A house containing a Christian gathering becomes a place
where the gospel must affect ordinary relationships. The
community cannot sing of belonging to Christ while treating
another believer as beneath its concern. Onesimus’s reception
will show something about the character of the church itself.

This communal address is not permission to publish every
detail of a conflict. There is a difference between involving
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those responsible for a faithful response and feeding an
audience’s curiosity. A responsible community protects
privacy where possible and acts openly enough to prevent
concealment of harm.

Live the lesson. Ask whether your home’s treatment of
workers and visitors agrees with the faith you profess at
church.

Prayer. Father, let the care practised in our homes honour
the worship offered in Your name.

Verse 3 | Grace before the difficult request

In the verse: Paul asks for grace and peace from God the Father and the Lord
Jesus Christ.

The appeal begins under the gift of God, not under the claim
that human beings can repair everything by willpower. Grace
directs attention to divine generosity; peace points toward a
life ordered by reconciliation with God. These gifts provide
the setting for what Paul will ask.

The Father and the Lord Jesus Christ are named together.
This greeting is not a full statement of the doctrine of the
Trinity, and the Holy Spirit is not explicitly named in it. The
book’s Trinitarian worship arises from the wider witness of
Scripture, not from inserting a name into this verse.

Grace does not remove the need to name what went wrong.
Peace does not mean maintaining appearances while pain is
buried. God’s gifts enable a truthful response. If we ask Him
for peace, we should also be willing to examine the habits
through which we repeatedly destroy it.

THEOS LIBRARY | SSENTABA RONALD SALONGO
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Live the lesson. Begin prayer for a conflict with dependence
on God, then identify one action that would make your
conduct more truthful and peaceable.

Prayer. Father, through Jesus Christ grant us grace to change
and peace that rests on truth.

Verse 4 | Remembering a person before God
In the verse: Paul thanks God and remembers Philemon in prayer.

Paul’s first spoken response to Philemon is thanksgiving. The
friend about to receive a demanding letter is also a person
remembered before God. Prayer keeps a relationship from
being reduced to the single issue currently causing strain.

Thanksgiving is not a technique for softening someone up. It
recognises God’s actual work in a life. If our appreciation
disappears the moment a person declines a request, it may
have been bargaining rather than gratitude. Paul’s practice
calls us to see another person before God, with a history
larger than our immediate need.

Prayer can also expose our own motives. We may discover
that we want to win, embarrass or control more than we want
a faithful outcome. Bringing the person to God gives us room
to surrender that ambition. It does not require us to deny
wrongdoing or to pronounce an unsafe relationship restored.

Live the lesson. Name one truthful reason for gratitude
concerning a person with whom you disagree, without
excusing any harm.

Prayer. God, free our prayers from revenge and give us an
honest remembrance of Your work in others.
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Verse 5 | Faith has a relational witness

In the verse: Paul has heard of Philemon’s faith in the Lord Jesus and love
toward the saints.

The reputation described here joins faith and love. The
direction of faith is the Lord Jesus; love becomes visible
among His people. A confession of Christ should affect how
believers treat one another. The letter will test that confession
in a particular relationship.

A reputation is meaningful, but it is not a complete account of
a person. Generosity toward some people can coexist with
blindness toward others. Philemon’s recognised love is
therefore a foundation for the appeal, not a reason that no
appeal could be necessary.

For workers and employers, the question is close to home. Do
the people who experience our decisions recognise the love
we speak of publicly? We need not be wealthy or influential to
practise faithfulness. Listening, speaking fairly and refusing
humiliation can be powerful evidence of a life shaped by
Christ.

Live the lesson. Ask a trusted person where your profession
of faith and your treatment of others are least consistent.
Listen without immediately defending yourself.

Prayer. Lord Jesus, let the faith we profess become love that
people actually experience.
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Verse 6 | Shared faith becomes effective

In the verse: Paul prays for an effective sharing or partnership of faith through
recognising the good connected with Christ.

The language translated as sharing, fellowship or
communication points to participation rather than mere
transfer of information. Paul wants faith to become effective
as believers recognise what God has given and worked among
them in Christ. Some translations differ over “in us” and “in
you”; the practical direction remains a shared life oriented
toward Christ.

This is not a promise that repeating positive descriptions will
automatically transform a situation. Recognition must lead
into conduct. The person who knows the language of grace
must learn how grace shapes an actual response. Onesimus’s
arrival will make that question concrete.

Theos Transforming Ministries can hear a searching challenge
here: teaching should produce participation in a changed life.
A lesson is incomplete if people can repeat it but cannot use it
to speak honestly, forgive wisely or treat a worker with
dignity. Transformation becomes visible in the good shared
among people.

Live the lesson. Choose one biblical truth you know well and
name the relationship in which it most needs to become
practical.

Prayer. Holy Spirit, move us from familiar religious words
into faithful and generous action.
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Verse 7 | The ministry of refreshing hearts

In the verse: Philemon’s love has brought Paul joy and encouraged the hearts
of believers.

Paul identifies an effect of Philemon’s conduct: people have
been refreshed. His love has given encouragement rather than
merely attracting attention to himself. Paul’s own joy is
connected to the strengthening of others.

Older English translations use bodily language for the inner
affections. The point is deep personal encouragement, not a
reference to physical organs as such. Paul will return to this
language when speaking of Onesimus and asking Philemon to
refresh him again. The appeal is carefully connected to
Philemon’s existing pattern of care.

A transformed worker can refresh a team through reliability
and kindness. A transformed employer can refresh people
through fairness and respectful leadership. The verse invites
both sides to ask what atmosphere they create. Does our
presence consistently increase fear, or do we help people face
their duties with courage?

Live the lesson. Identify one weary person and offer
appropriate practical help without demanding access to their
private story.

Prayer. Lord, make our service a source of strength to others
rather than a burden they must survive.
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Verse 8 | Authority acknowledges what is
right

In the verse: Paul recognises the boldness to direct Philemon toward fitting
conduct.

Paul does not suggest that the coming issue is morally
indifferent. Something fitting is required of a Christian
response. Love is not an escape from ethical judgement; it
shapes the manner in which that judgement is pursued.

At the same time, possessing authority does not settle how it
should be used. A person may have the right to give an
instruction and still need wisdom about timing, tone and
purpose. The next verse shows Paul choosing appeal. His
confidence in what is right does not require the loudest
possible exercise of power.

Modern workplace applications must distinguish apostolic
ministry from employment authority. A supervisor is not
entitled to treat every personal preference as God’s command.
Leaders should state the reason for a requirement, hear
relevant facts and accept correction where they have
misunderstood. Authority serves its purpose when it helps
people do right without making domination a virtue.

Live the lesson. When giving an instruction, distinguish a
genuine responsibility from a preference you simply want
others to adopt.

Prayer. God of truth, give those who lead both moral courage
and a disciplined use of power.
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Verse 9 | Love changes the manner of
approach

In the verse: Paul appeals for love’s sake, describing himself as aged and
imprisoned.

The appeal is personal. Paul does not hide the vulnerability of
his age and confinement. Yet the governing reason is love. He
wants Philemon to respond as someone whose heart is shaped
by Christ, not merely as someone cornered by a stronger
personality.

This verse does not make all persuasion innocent. Spiritual
influence can become coercive when a person is given no
room to ask questions or raise concerns. Paul’s later emphasis
on willingness helps us assess the direction of the appeal. We
should not turn his vulnerability into a general technique for
producing guilt.

People in authority may need transformation as much as the
people they correct. An employer can learn to replace
contempt with explanation. A pastor can learn to appeal
without threatening. A worker can learn to speak honestly
without hostility. Love changes the way truth is carried, even
when the truth itself remains demanding.

Live the lesson. Review whether someone could safely raise
a concern about your request. If not, change the conditions of
the conversation.

Prayer. Lord, remove manipulation from our appeals and
make love the motive of our speech.
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Verse 10 | A prisoner becomes a spiritual
father

In the verse: Paul appeals for Onesimus as his spiritual child, brought to faith
during his imprisonment.

At last the returning man is named. Paul introduces him
through a new relationship: a child in the faith. The language
of begetting is a metaphor for spiritual birth through Paul’s
ministry. Paul is not claiming biological parenthood or
independent power to save.

The verse supports Onesimus’s conversion, but gives no
account of his arrest, first meeting or exact words of
repentance. Paul is the one explicitly imprisoned. A faithful
retelling can celebrate the encounter without inventing a cell
shared by two convicted men.

The scene embodies hope for transformation. A constrained
apostle becomes a means of new life to an enslaved man.
Circumstances that appear to limit ministry do not limit God’s
ability to work. Yet a spiritual parent should nurture rather
than possess. Conversion does not make a person the private
property of the preacher who helped them.

Live the lesson. Think of someone whose circumstances
seem to close every door. Offer appropriate encouragement
and practical support without pretending you can guarantee
their response.

Prayer. Father, bring new life where we see only limitation,
and teach us to nurture those You entrust to our care.
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Verse 11 | A changed relationship bears fruit

In the verse: Onesimus was formerly unprofitable to Philemon, but is now
useful to both Philemon and Paul.

Paul’s contrast turns on the significance of Onesimus’s name,
associated with usefulness. The wordplay is memorable
because the man’s present life can now be described
differently. Paul has encountered evidence that supports the
appeal.

The contrast must not be made into a doctrine that
unproductive people lack worth. Illness, age, disability or
unemployment does not erase human dignity. Paul is speaking
about usefulness within particular relationships, not setting
the market value of a human life. The next movement of the
letter will insist on brotherhood.

For a ministry of transformation, this verse provides a
pattern: do not freeze someone inside an old label, and do not
confuse a new label with completed growth. Encourage
evidence of change. Reliability, honesty, humility and
willingness to make repair speak more clearly than impressive
claims. The past is acknowledged, while the present is allowed
to matter.

Live the lesson. Replace a condemning label with an
accurate description of conduct, then identify what changed
conduct would look like.

Prayer. Holy Spirit, form lasting fruit in us and help us
recognise genuine growth in others.
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Verse 12 | An advocate sends his own heart

In the verse: Paul sends Onesimus back and identifies him with his deepest
affection.

The returning person is not disposable to Paul. The language
of the heart makes the appeal costly and personal. Philemon is
asked to understand that the reception of Onesimus matters
profoundly to the person writing the letter.

The sending back belongs to a specific ancient situation. It
must not become an instruction to return a fleeing worker to
violence, coercion or captivity. Applying Scripture responsibly
includes attending to the person at risk. Paul’s affection
should lead us toward care, not toward treating vulnerable
people as transferable objects.

Advocacy also involves presence after the introduction. It is
easy to write a warm recommendation and disappear when
questions arise. A responsible helper supports a truthful
process without promising another person’s forgiveness or
safety on their behalf. The advocate’s concern must include all
those affected.

Live the lesson. Before recommending someone for a
renewed opportunity, state what you actually know and what
support you are willing to provide.

Prayer. Lord, give us the courage to stand beside people with
compassion and integrity.
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Verse 13 | Service becomes a contribution to
the gospel

In the verse: Paul would have liked to retain Onesimus as a helper during his
imprisonment, in Philemon’s place.

Onesimus has moved from being the subject of concern to
being someone who contributes. Paul values his help enough
to wish him to remain. The details of the service are unstated,
but its significance is clear: the changed man is participating
in the work of the gospel.

Paul’s reference to service on Philemon’s behalf connects the
absent friend with help given in person. This is not a
declaration that an employer owns a worker’s gifts. It is part
of the appeal within their particular network of relationships.
The following verse prevents Paul’s preference from becoming
the only consideration.

This contributes an important lesson to the theme of
transformation. Renewed people should have opportunities to
serve, but service should fit their situation and maturity. We
need not rush someone into leadership to prove that we
believe in grace. A small, appropriate responsibility can give
growth room to become steady.

Live the lesson. Offer a suitable opportunity for contribution,
with clear expectations and support, rather than treating
visibility as the measure of restoration.

Prayer. God, turn the gifts of renewed lives toward service
that blesses others and honours You.
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Verse 14 | The good must be willing

In the verse: Paul will not proceed without Philemon’s agreement; he wants a
voluntary good act.

Paul places a limit on what he will do, even though retaining
Onesimus would help him. Ministry benefit does not
automatically justify every means of obtaining it. Philemon’s
response is to be willing rather than forced by an
accomplished arrangement.

There is a difficult historical reality here: an enslaved man’s
legal freedom is not the same thing as a modern worker’s
consent. We should not pretend that the ancient arrangement
offered equal power to everyone. The application today must
therefore widen the concern for willingness rather than
reserve choice for the powerful.

Voluntary action requires meaningful room to respond.
Threats, retaliation and spiritual intimidation undermine that
room. An apology, donation or reconciliation meeting is not
made free simply by calling it voluntary. A transformed
community examines the conditions around a response,
especially for those with the least influence.

Live the lesson. Ask whose agreement has been overlooked
in a proposed decision and whether that person can raise
concerns without punishment.

Prayer. Father, teach us to seek good through honest and
willing responses, never through coercion.
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Verse 15 | Perhaps: hope without pretending
to know

In the verse: Paul considers whether a temporary separation may lead to an
enduring relationship.

The word “perhaps” is important. Paul discerns a possible
redemptive purpose without claiming exhaustive knowledge of
God’s hidden reasons. His hope does not become a detailed
explanation of why every painful event had to happen.

Providence allows us to trust that God can work within a
broken story. It does not require us to call wrongdoing good.
A person who has been betrayed need not thank the betrayer
for the injury. God’s ability to redeem is greater than human
evil, but that does not remove the offender’s responsibility.

In a story of transformation, the past can become the setting
of a new response. The separation need not be the final
description of the relationship. Yet hope must remain humble
about the outcome. Paul invites a response; he does not report
a guaranteed result. We can encourage a future without
announcing that every relationship must resume.

Live the lesson. When speaking to someone in pain, offer
presence and hope before attempting an explanation of God’s
purposes.

Prayer. Lord, give us humble hope in Your redeeming work
and restrain our urge to explain another person’s suffering.
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Verse 16 | A beloved brother changes the
relationship

In the verse: Paul asks that Onesimus be received beyond the old status of a
slave, as a beloved brother in ordinary life and in the Lord.

This is the letter’s most searching relational demand. The
receiving household must now reckon with a brother, not
simply an asset or a disputed worker. Paul’s affection is not to
remain private; it is to affect the way Onesimus is treated by
others.

The wording reaches both the ordinary human relationship
and their shared belonging to Christ. A spiritual welcome that
leaves daily treatment untouched is inadequate. The text does
not record a legal emancipation, and readers debate the
extent of Paul’s implied request. We should not invent that
outcome. Neither should uncertainty be used to defend
slavery.

The contemporary challenge is powerful. A domestic worker,
cleaner or labourer is a neighbour whose dignity is not
measured by a job title. The gospel also addresses the
worker’s conduct: brotherhood does not excuse deception or
harm. Transformation changes how people serve and how
authority receives them. Both sides come under the claims of
Christ.

Live the lesson. Identify one ordinary practice that would
make respect visible to a person whose labour is usually
overlooked.

Prayer. Lord Jesus, let our treatment of others reflect the
dignity and fellowship You call us to recognise.
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Verse 17 | Partnership becomes a costly
welcome

In the verse: Paul asks Philemon to receive Onesimus as he would receive
Paul himself.

Paul places the value of his own relationship behind the
returning person. Partnership is no longer a pleasant word in
a greeting; it has a demand. If Philemon receives Paul as a
friend in Christ, that friendship must influence how he
receives the one Paul commends.

This is a vivid example of advocacy. Paul does not merely ask
for an abstract kindness. He identifies himself with someone
whose reception is uncertain. The application is not that every
recommendation must be accepted without examination. An
advocate must speak truthfully and cannot transfer their own
trustworthiness automatically to another person.

The verse invites us to examine selective welcome. Would our
tone, patience and hospitality be different if an influential
person stood beside the one approaching us? Christian love
should not depend on the prestige of the companion. Paul’s
appeal exposes the social distance that fellowship in Christ
calls into question.

Live the lesson. Consider how you respond to a person with
no powerful advocate. Offer the same basic courtesy and
careful hearing you would give an honoured guest.

Prayer. God, free our welcome from favouritism and make
our partnerships serve the dignity of others.
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Verse 18 | The account is addressed, not
denied

In the verse: If Onesimus has done wrong or owes anything, Paul offers to
take the charge.

Paul does not need to deny a possible loss in order to seek
mercy. The conditional wording matters: it raises wrongdoing
or debt without giving a narrative of theft. Teachers should
preserve that distinction rather than making a dramatic
accusation the text does not supply.

The offer takes practical responsibility seriously. Where
money, property or reputation has been damaged, repair may
be needed. Forgiveness is not a command to falsify an account
or call a loss imaginary. The person seeking another
opportunity should be willing to examine what happened and
make realistic repair.

At the same time, an allegation is not automatically a proven
debt. Modern applications need evidence, fairness and a
proportionate response. No one should be pressured to accept
invented charges as the price of peace. Paul’s costly offer
points toward responsible advocacy, not toward permission
for exploitation.

Live the lesson. In a dispute, separate verified loss from
suspicion, then seek a fair and realistic arrangement for what
can be repaired.

Prayer. Lord, give us honesty in our accounts and generosity
that does not abandon justice.
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Verse 19 | A promise is made personal

In the verse: Paul writes his commitment to repay in his own hand and
reminds Philemon of a deep spiritual debt.

The promise becomes concrete. Paul does not leave the offer
as an emotional flourish. His own written commitment gives

the appeal substance. Words about restoration carry weight

when someone accepts a defined responsibility.

The reminder that Philemon owes Paul his own self is
commonly understood in relation to Paul’s role in his spiritual
life. The verse does not narrate Philemon’s conversion in
detail. It also creates a tension: a reminder of spiritual
indebtedness can be powerful persuasion. We should not turn
it into a leader’s licence to demand unlimited loyalty.

Christian gratitude is directed ultimately to God. A person
who brought us help deserves honour, but not ownership of
our conscience. The healthy application is that grace received
should enlarge generosity. The unhealthy application is
“because I helped you once, you may never refuse me.”
Transformation changes that use of influence too.

Live the lesson. When making a promise, state its limits
clearly. When recalling past help, ask whether you are
encouraging gratitude or collecting control.

Prayer. Father, make our promises reliable and our gratitude
free from manipulation.
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Verse 20 | The returning man’s reception will
refresh Paul

In the verse: Paul asks for joy and refreshment in the Lord through Philemon’s
response.

Paul returns to the language of refreshed hearts. Earlier
Philemon strengthened believers; now his response can bring
encouragement to Paul himself. The request gathers the
letter’s relationships together: one person’s conduct affects
more than the two people most directly involved.

The appeal is explicitly situated in the Lord. Paul’s desired joy
is not simply getting his way. It concerns the kind of response
appropriate to their shared faith. In our own conflicts, we
should be careful not to call every outcome we prefer a
spiritual victory.

A responsible second chance can encourage a whole
community. It can show that repentance is taken seriously and
that a past failure is not always treated as a permanent
identity. But a forced display of reconciliation can do the
opposite, teaching people that appearances matter more than
truth. Refreshment grows where grace and integrity meet.

Live the lesson. Ask what your proposed resolution would
teach the people watching, especially those with little power.

Prayer. Lord, let the outcomes we seek strengthen faith
through truth, compassion and responsible hope.
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Verse 21 | Confidence invites generosity

In the verse: Paul expects obedience and hopes Philemon will do more than
he has requested.

The appeal is hopeful. Paul addresses Philemon as someone
capable of a generous response. He refuses to assume that
resistance is the only possible future. Such expectation can
encourage a person to live beyond resentment or
self-protection.

The phrase about doing more has prompted discussion about
whether Paul hints at freedom for Onesimus or a return to
help him. Those are possible readings of the wider appeal, not
outcomes explicitly recorded here. A careful commentary
distinguishes the hope expressed from a historical result.

The verse also asks something of a ministry of transformation.
Do we approach people only through suspicion, or can we call
forth the possibility of a better response? Hope should be
offered without making the other person responsible for
maintaining our reputation. Generosity grows best where
truth can still be spoken and concerns can be heard.

Live the lesson. Express confidence in someone’s capacity to
act well while leaving space for them to ask questions about
what is being requested.

Prayer. God of hope, keep us from cynicism and from
presumption; teach us to encourage willing goodness.
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Verse 22 | Prayer looks toward a future visit

In the verse: Paul asks for lodging and hopes to be restored to the believers
through their prayers.

A practical request for a room appears beside a spiritual
confidence in prayer. Paul is looking beyond confinement
toward renewed fellowship. He prepares for a possible future
without claiming to control it.

The letter does not tell us whether the visit occurred. To say
that Paul promised something he could never fulfil would go
beyond the evidence. His words express hope and
dependence. Faith can plan while acknowledging that
circumstances and outcomes remain in God’s hands.

The prospect of a visit may also remind Philemon that these
relationships will continue. We should not exaggerate that
into a threat of inspection. For modern readers, the
application is a willingness to remain involved after a difficult
appeal. Reconciliation is rarely helped by grand promises
followed by disappearance. Appropriate follow-up allows care
to become steady.

Live the lesson. Plan one realistic follow-up after offering
help, and avoid making promises that depend on matters
outside your control.

Prayer. Father, teach us to pray expectantly, plan humbly and
remain faithful in the care we can actually give.
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Verse 23 | The appeal belongs to a praying
fellowship

In the verse: Epaphras, described as Paul's fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus,
sends greetings.

The letter’s final movement brings another person into view.
Paul’s concern for Onesimus is part of a wider fellowship of
people serving Christ. The description of Epaphras as a fellow
prisoner points again to the cost attached to their ministry.

We should not transfer this description to Onesimus. The text
explicitly calls Paul and Epaphras prisoners; it does not give
Onesimus that title. Keeping the names and roles clear
prevents a familiar but unsupported prison narrative from
replacing what was actually written.

The greeting also counters the idea that transformation is a
solitary achievement. People grow within networks of prayer,
friendship and faithful service. A returning person needs more
than one public defender, and a wounded person needs more
than one hurried conversation. Communities can share the
patient work of care.

Live the lesson. Identify an appropriate support network
rather than placing every need on one helper or expecting a
person to change in isolation.

Prayer. Lord, strengthen the fellowship of those who pray and
serve, especially those enduring hardship for the gospel.
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Verse 24 | Fellow workers and unfinished
stories

In the verse: Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke join in the greeting as Paul’s
fellow workers.

These names place the short appeal within a larger world of
ministry. Mark’s presence is especially suggestive alongside
Acts 15:36-41 and 2 Timothy 4:11: a person connected with an
earlier disagreement is also recognised in later service. We
cannot prove that Paul listed him here for that reason, but the
comparison offers a legitimate pastoral encouragement.

The list must not be read as a certificate that each person’s
future is beyond struggle. Other biblical passages describe
difficulties in ministry, including Demas’s later departure in 2
Timothy 4:10. A good present does not remove the need for
perseverance. Transformation is lived, tested and sustained
over time.

This guards the book’s message from both despair and
naivety. We should not give up on someone merely because
their story contains failure. We should also keep providing
teaching, support and accountability after a promising
beginning. The community’s welcome should serve lasting
growth rather than a moment of celebration.

Live the lesson. Encourage someone whose growth you have
observed, and ask what ongoing support would help that
growth remain steady.

Prayer. Holy Spirit, sustain us beyond hopeful beginnings and
keep our fellowship faithful through changing seasons.
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Verse 25 | Grace has the final word

In the verse: Paul closes by praying for the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ to be
with their spirit.

The final sentence brings the appeal back to its source. The
household is not left with human resolve alone. Paul asks for
Christ’s grace. The letter begins with grace and ends with
grace because the response it seeks depends on more than
social courtesy.

The grace requested is not permission to leave harmful
conduct untouched. It is the gift by which sinners are received
and renewed, hearts are softened toward mercy and people
learn to live differently. The return of Onesimus asks the
receiving community to take that gift seriously in ordinary life.

The story’s human answer remains unrecorded, but the
reader is left with a clear spiritual invitation. Receive Christ’s
mercy. Tell the truth about your own responsibility. Make
room for another person’s growth without surrendering
wisdom. Let the Holy Spirit transform both the way you serve
and the way you exercise authority. That is how the letter
continues to speak beyond the ancient household.

Live the lesson. Read all twenty-five verses again. Write one
act of obedience through which the grace you have received
could become visible this week.

Prayer. Lord Jesus, let Your grace have the final word in our
hearts and bear lasting fruit in the way we live. Amen.
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PART Il | CHAPTER 01

Read the letter before the
story

Read Philemon 1-25; Colossians 4:7-9 in your Bible.

A short letter can attract a long imagined story. Readers often
hear that Onesimus stole money, escaped to Rome, met Paul
in a prison cell and eventually became a famous bishop. Some
elements are possible, but possibility and proof are different.
A faithful teacher must make that distinction clear.

The letter identifies Paul as a prisoner, names Philemon and
the church in his house, and presents Onesimus as someone
who became Paul’s spiritual child during his imprisonment.
Paul sends him back and asks that he be welcomed as a
beloved brother. Verse 18 raises the possibility of wrongdoing
or debt. It does not describe a theft, identify an amount, or
narrate the circumstances of his departure. The traditional
runaway-slave reading is widespread, but the letter leaves
details unstated.

Colossians 4:9 calls Onesimus a faithful and beloved brother
and says he is one of the recipients’ own people. This
connection supports the usual association with Colossae.
Rome in the early 60s AD is a traditional setting for Paul’s
imprisonment, but other places have been proposed. The
letter itself does not name the prison city. We should not make
the interpretation depend on an exact journey or distance.

Likewise, Apphia may have been Philemon’s wife and
Archippus may have belonged to his household, but the text
does not identify their family relationships. It does not say
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that all the prison letters were written on the same day. Nor
does it report Philemon’s response. The missing ending invites
obedience, not invention.

This restraint strengthens preaching. When we say “the text
says,” listeners should be able to find the claim in Scripture.
When we offer a historical reconstruction, we should call it a
reconstruction. When we draw a pastoral lesson, we should
explain how the passage supports it. A moving illustration
must never quietly become a biblical fact.

Put the lesson into practice

Draw three columns: “Explicit in the letter,” “Possible
background,” and “My application.” Put five observations in
the correct columns. If you cannot locate a statement in the
text or a named historical source, leave it uncertain rather
than filling the gap with confidence.

Reflect and discuss

1. Which detail have you previously treated as certain without
checking it?

2. How can a teacher admit uncertainty while still teaching
with conviction?

Prayer

Lord, give us love for Your Word and humility about our own
explanations. Help us speak clearly where Scripture is clear
and carefully where it is silent. Amen.
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CHAPTER 02

A church inside a home

Read Philemon 1-3; Colossians 4:17 in your Bible.

Paul begins with relationships before making his request. He
identifies himself as a prisoner of Christ Jesus and includes
Timothy as a brother. Philemon is loved and recognised as a
fellow worker. Apphia and Archippus are named, and the
church in the house is addressed. The greeting makes clear
that Christian life is shared life.

The house matters. Faith does not stop at a gathering’s songs
or prayers; it reaches the spaces where people work, eat,
exercise authority and handle disagreement. A person can
have a public reputation for ministry while treating those
close to them very differently. Addressing a house church
brings the claims of the gospel into ordinary relationships.

This does not make every personal conflict a public meeting.
Paul’s inclusion of the church shows that the community has
an interest in Christian conduct, but it does not authorise
gossip, forced disclosure or public humiliation. Wise
accountability asks who needs to know in order to help,
protect or act responsibly. Curiosity is not a spiritual
qualification for hearing someone’s story.

The greeting of grace and peace provides the setting for the
appeal. Grace is God’s undeserved favour; peace concerns the
restored life that flows from His saving work. Neither word
means that the later request will be easy. Indeed, grace can
make an uncomfortable demand because it calls us to treat
people according to Christ rather than according to
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advantage.

The home gathering also challenges our idea of church. A
building may serve a congregation, but people are the
community called to belong to Christ. A ministry’s beauty
cannot be measured only by its hall, equipment or audience.
Ask how its members treat a person with little status,
someone who has admitted failure, and someone who needs
protection. Those relationships reveal whether the language
of brotherhood has become a lived commitment.

Put the lesson into practice

Consider one setting where your authority is most visible:
home, church, business or work. Identify one habit that

communicates dignity and one habit that undermines it. Make

the change specific, such as listening without interruption or
explaining decisions without insults.

Reflect and discuss

1. Why might Paul name more than one person at the
beginning?

2. What is the difference between responsible accountability
and public shaming?

Prayer

Father, let our homes and churches reflect Your grace. Teach
us to exercise influence with gentleness, fairness and respect
for each person’s dignity. Amen.

THEOS LIBRARY | SSENTABA RONALD SALONGO

43



PHILEMON: THE BOOK OF SECOND CHANCE

CHAPTER 03

A love that refreshes people

Read Philemon 4-7 in your Bible.

Paul does not begin by listing Philemon’s shortcomings. He
thanks God for the faith and love already visible in his life.
This thanksgiving is more than politeness. Before addressing
a difficult situation, Paul recognises a real history of good that
God has produced through his friend.

People receive correction more wisely when they are seen as
whole persons. A serious failure must be named, but it should
not erase every truthful account of grace in a life. Equally, a
long record of service must not be used to excuse harm. The
balance is honest recognition: neither flattery that protects
wrongdoing nor condemnation that denies all growth.

Verse 6 connects shared faith with recognising the good that
belongs to believers in Christ. Christian faith is not merely
private agreement with certain ideas. It creates a partnership
that becomes effective as people understand and practise
what Christ has given them. In the coming appeal, that
partnership will be tested by how one person receives
another.

Paul says that Philemon has refreshed the hearts of the saints.
Refreshment is a powerful picture for ministry. Some
encounters leave people afraid, small and exhausted. Others
give courage, space to breathe and strength to do what is
right. Refreshing ministry does not always say what people
want to hear. It tells truth in a way that serves their good
rather than the speaker’s superiority.
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The question now becomes searching: will the person who
refreshes familiar believers also refresh the one whose return
is difficult? Hospitality to agreeable people is not the whole
measure of love. The letter moves from a general reputation
to a particular response. Many of our own spiritual tests have
that shape. It is easy to admire mercy in principle; the
struggle begins when mercy has a name and a face.

Put the lesson into practice

Write a private note of truthful appreciation to someone
whose service strengthens others. Then examine whether
your praise becomes manipulation when you want something.
Appreciation should remain true even if the person disagrees
with your request.

Reflect and discuss

1. Who is refreshed by your words, and who is usually wearied
by them?

2. How can we acknowledge a person’s service while still
addressing harm honestly?

Prayer

Lord Jesus, make our love practical. Give us words that
strengthen weary people and courage to carry that same love
into difficult relationships. Amen.
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CHAPTER 04

Leadership that appeals
through love

Read Philemon 8-9 in your Bible.

Paul recognises that he could speak with boldness about what
is fitting. Yet he chooses to appeal for love’s sake. He does not
abandon moral conviction. He changes the manner in which
he seeks obedience, asking Philemon to act from a heart
shaped by Christ.

Christian authority is not proved by the ability to make people
afraid. A leader may obtain outward compliance while
damaging trust and leaving the heart unchanged. Paul’s
appeal honours a deeper aim: a good act offered willingly.
Love does not make leadership weak; it makes leadership
accountable for how its influence is used.

There is tension here. Paul is an influential spiritual father,
and his words carry weight. Calling a request voluntary does
not automatically remove pressure. Modern leaders should
therefore examine the conditions around their requests. Can a
person ask questions, request time, seek independent advice
or decline a proposed process without retaliation? If not, the
language of freedom may conceal coercion.

Paul’s age and imprisonment make his appeal personal. He
brings his own vulnerability into the conversation instead of
presenting himself as an untouchable authority. Yet his
suffering should not be turned into a general licence for
leaders to use guilt. “After all [ have done for you” can
become a way to avoid listening. The letter’s direction is
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toward willing good, not a debt of unlimited personal loyalty.

For parents, pastors and supervisors, the application is
practical. Explain the moral reason for a request. Listen to
relevant facts. Separate your preferences from God’s
commands. Do not attach divine punishment to every
disagreement with you. Invite repentance where wrong has
occurred, but do not demand a performance of emotion as
proof. The goal is faithful action in the presence of Christ, not
the protection of a leader’s pride.

Put the lesson into practice

Review a request you recently made. Rewrite it with a clear
reason, a realistic time for response and an invitation to raise
concerns. If you used threats, humiliation or spiritual
pressure, acknowledge that openly and change the process.

Reflect and discuss

1. What makes an appeal different from a disguised
command?

2. How could a person with less power safely disagree in your
ministry?

Prayer

God of wisdom, purify our use of authority. Keep us firm in
truth and free from the desire to control another person’s
conscience. Amen.
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CHAPTER 05

A changed person, a new
future

Read Philemon 10-11; Colossians 4:9 in your Bible.

Paul calls Onesimus his child, describing a spiritual
relationship formed during imprisonment. The setting reminds
us that the gospel is not confined to ideal circumstances. A
restricted servant of Christ can still become a means of hope
to another person.

Onesimus’s name carries the sense of usefulness, and Paul
plays on that meaning. The man once described as
unprofitable is now useful to both Paul and Philemon. The
wordplay expresses a changed relationship and a new
contribution. It should not be used to suggest that a human
being has value only when productive. A person’s dignity is
not earned through labour, success or service to a leader.

Conversion does, however, have practical consequences.
Grace gives a new identity and calls forth a new way of living.
A claim of inward change should gradually become visible in
honesty, responsibility, patience and faithfulness. Where
wrongdoing has occurred, repentance includes willingness to
hear its impact and to address what can responsibly be
repaired.

A second chance is therefore neither a reward for impressive
words nor a demand that others ignore evidence. It is space
for a person to walk a different path. Someone newly
committed to Christ may need teaching, mentoring and time.
The church can encourage growth without immediately
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assigning a position whose responsibilities exceed the
person’s maturity or trustworthiness.

This is good news for the person ashamed of yesterday. Your
failure need not define every possibility of tomorrow. It is also
good news for those who were harmed: you do not have to
manufacture evidence of change in order to be kind. Hope and
careful observation belong together. We can pray for
transformation, offer appropriate support and still allow trust
to grow through consistent conduct.

Put the lesson into practice

If you seek another opportunity, name the wrong without
blaming others, identify the habit that must change and
choose someone who can honestly observe your progress. If
you are supporting another person, agree on a small,
appropriate responsibility rather than making a sweeping
promise.

Reflect and discuss

1. How does Christian identity differ from a reputation built
only on productivity?

2. What observable actions would show responsibility in a
fictional case of broken trust?

Prayer

Lord, thank You that failure is not beyond Your grace. Make
our repentance truthful and our renewed lives fruitful in ways
that honour You and serve others. Amen.
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CHAPTER 06

Consent, courage and a
difficult return

Read Philemon 12-14 in your Bible.

Paul sends Onesimus with deep affection. His language shows
that he is not simply transferring a useful worker or disposing
of an inconvenient problem. The person returning matters to
him. Advocacy becomes credible when it refuses to treat a
human being as a tool.

Paul would have liked to keep Onesimus as a helper during his
imprisonment. Yet he says that he will not proceed without
Philemon’s consent. The desired good is to be willing, not
compelled. This concern for consent deserves careful
attention wherever Christian service, money, hospitality or
reconciliation is requested.

The return is a difficult part of the letter for modern readers
because it takes place within slavery. We must face that
setting honestly rather than turning it into a simple story
about an employee returning to work. Slavery involves
ownership and coercion; employment and Christian service
should not. The letter must never be used to tell an abused
person to return to danger, or to defend trafficking, forced
labour or the ownership of people.

Nor does sending Onesimus mean that every broken

relationship must be repaired through immediate face-to-face
contact. Responsible application considers safety, willingness
and the nature of the wrong. Sometimes a written apology, an
independent mediator, repayment through a third party or no
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direct contact is the appropriate course. The passage offers a
particular appeal, not a universal procedure that overrides
protection.

There is courage in facing unfinished responsibilities, but
courage is not recklessness. A wise community helps a person
tell the truth, protects those at risk and refuses to use
spiritual language to rush a meeting. Consent should be
meaningful for everyone involved. A process that grants
choice to a powerful person while silencing a vulnerable one
has not yet learned the full seriousness of Christian love.

Put the lesson into practice

For any proposed reconciliation meeting, ask: Is it wanted? Is
it safe? Who will facilitate it? What subjects may be
discussed? Can either person stop? What happens afterward?
If these questions cannot be answered responsibly, do not
rush the meeting.

Reflect and discuss
1. Why is Paul’s concern for willing action significant?

2. What makes a reconciliation process unsafe or coercive?

Prayer

Father, grant us courage without recklessness. Protect
vulnerable people and teach us to pursue peace through
truthful, willing and responsible steps. Amen.
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CHAPTER 07

More than a slave: a
beloved brother

Read Philemon 15-16; Galatians 3:28 in your Bible.

Paul considers whether a painful separation may become the
setting for a lasting new relationship. He uses the language of
possibility. That restraint matters. We should not confidently
announce why God allowed another person’s suffering when
God has not disclosed it.

Providence means that God is not defeated by human
disorder. It does not mean that betrayal, exploitation or abuse
becomes good. God can bring redemption from harm without
approving the harm itself. A victim should never be told to
thank an offender for providing a spiritual lesson.
Responsibility remains with the person who did wrong.

The centre of the appeal is a new way of receiving Onesimus:
not merely according to the status of a slave, but as a beloved
brother. In the KJV, Paul writes, “Not now as a servant, but
above a servant, a brother beloved” (verse 16). This brief
phrase presses a profound relational question: what does
belonging to Christ require of the way one person treats
another?

The letter does not record a formal emancipation document or
state the final legal outcome. Readers differ over how far
Paul’s request implies release. We should not claim more than
the text reports. We should also refuse to use that silence to
justify the ownership of people. Christian brotherhood
challenges dehumanisation by insisting that someone
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regarded as property must be encountered as a person and
fellow believer.

The contemporary application reaches class, ethnicity,
education, nationality and income. A church may say that all
are equal before Christ while assigning respect according to
wealth or usefulness. Brotherhood asks a harder question:
whose voice is heard, whose pain is believed, and whose
future is protected? Grace becomes visible when dignity is
practised, especially toward those who cannot reward our
welcome.

Put the lesson into practice

Observe a church or workplace gathering. Who receives

introductions, seating, attention and thanks? Choose one
appropriate way to include someone usually overlooked,

without making them an object of public display.

Reflect and discuss

1. How can we affirm God’s redeeming work without calling
evil good?

2. Where does social status still control the way believers
treat one another?

Prayer

Lord Jesus, open our eyes to the dignity of every person.

Remove prejudice from our welcome and make our shared life

reflect the family You are forming. Amen.
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CHAPTER 08

Welcome him as you would
welcome me

Read Philemon 17-19; 2 Corinthians 5:18-21 in your Bible.

Paul moves from affection to a concrete request. If Philemon
regards him as a partner, he is to receive Onesimus as he
would receive Paul. Paul places the weight of his own
relationship behind the appeal. He refuses to recommend
kindness from a safe distance while withholding his own
involvement.

He also addresses possible material loss. If Onesimus has
wronged Philemon or owes him anything, Paul offers to take
the charge. This is not proof that theft occurred; it is a
willingness to address whatever debt may exist. Mercy does
not require pretending that money, property or injury is

imaginary. The account can be examined without reducing the

person to the account.

Restitution is the effort to repair a wrong where repair is
possible. It may involve repayment, returning property,
correcting a false statement or accepting restrictions. An

apology cannot undo every loss. Some damage cannot be fully

repaired, and a person may lack the means to repay
immediately. Truthful arrangements should therefore be
realistic, documented where appropriate and free from
exploitative demands.

Paul’s advocacy can illuminate the gospel by analogy. He

stands beside another and offers to bear a cost. Yet Paul is not

Christ, and his financial promise is not the atonement. Jesus
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reconciles sinners to God through His unique saving work.
The comparison helps us see costly love; it should not become
a claim that every detail of the household situation maps
directly onto salvation.

The harmed person also matters. An advocate who hears only
the returning person’s account may unintentionally become a
source of pressure. Good mediation listens carefully, clarifies
facts and does not promise an outcome on someone else’s
behalf. “I want you to have a future” and “we must address
what happened” can be spoken together. That is the difficult,
hopeful work of grace joined to truth.

Put the lesson into practice

Use a fictional case of a borrowed item not returned. Write a
clear account of the loss, a proportionate repair proposal and
a realistic follow-up date. Then identify what forgiveness
could mean even if repayment takes time.

Reflect and discuss

1. What is the difference between costly advocacy and
covering up wrongdoing?

2. How can restitution express repentance without becoming
a way to buy forgiveness?

Prayer

Merciful God, teach us to bear one another’s burdens without
hiding the truth. Give us integrity in making repair and
compassion in seeking it. Amen.
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CHAPTER 09

Hope, prayer and grace

Read Philemon 20-25 in your Bible.

Paul asks Philemon to refresh his heart and expresses
confidence that he will do even more than the letter requests.
The appeal returns to the character for which Philemon was
thanked earlier. Love already practised is now invited into a
new expression.

Hopeful expectation can call forth a generous response. It
must not become a script that allows no honest conversation.
A person may need time to ask questions or clarify conditions.
In our own appeals, confidence should be accompanied by a
willingness to listen. Encouragement strengthens someone to
do right; manipulation pressures them to protect our
preferred image of them.

The request for a guest room shows Paul looking toward
future fellowship. He hopes that the prayers of the believers
will lead to his being restored to them. The letter does not tell
us whether this visit occurred. Christian hope is not a
guarantee that every desired outcome will happen on our
timetable. Prayer entrusts the future to God while preparing
responsibly for what may come.

The final greetings place the appeal within a network of fellow
workers. Mark is among them. Acts 15 describes the earlier
disagreement over taking him on another journey; Colossians
4:10 connects him with Barnabas, and 2 Timothy 4:11 speaks
of his usefulness for ministry. These passages offer another
biblical picture of a future beyond an earlier ministry rupture.
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They do not prove that Mark’s name was included here
specifically to persuade Philemon.

The letter ends with grace. That ending is appropriate
because responsible reconciliation cannot be sustained by
pride alone. The returning person needs grace to receive
correction without self-defence. The wounded person needs
grace to resist revenge without denying pain. The community
needs grace to avoid taking sides for convenience. We need
Christ’s help both when a relationship is renewed and when a
wise boundary must remain.

Put the lesson into practice

Pray for a difficult relationship without scripting the other
person’s response. Ask for truth, protection, repentance
where needed and wisdom about the next step. Write one
action within your own responsibility rather than a list of
demands for someone else.

Reflect and discuss
1. How is hopeful confidence different from presumption?

2. Why might grace be needed even when a relationship
cannot resume its former closeness?

Prayer

God of grace, hold the outcomes we cannot control. Make us
faithful in prayer, honest in action and patient with the work
that healing requires. Amen.
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CHAPTER 10

Forgiveness, trust and wise
restoration

Read Philemon 14-19; Luke 17:3-4; Romans 12:18 in your Bible.

Several different questions are often compressed into the
command to forgive. Will I pursue revenge? Will I speak
truthfully about the wrong? Can we have contact? Should you
handle money again? Can the former relationship resume?
Treating these as one question creates confusion and can
expose people to repeated harm.

Forgiveness is a Christian response to wrongdoing that
refuses personal vengeance and seeks a heart governed by
God’s mercy. Christian traditions explain its relationship to
repentance in different ways, but none of that uncertainty
gives permission for revenge or cruelty. A person may begin
praying toward forgiveness while still feeling grief, fear or
anger. The presence of pain does not by itself prove spiritual
failure.

Reconciliation concerns the repair of a relationship. It
normally requires truth, a willing response and a workable
basis for peace. One person cannot create mutual honesty on
behalf of two. Romans 12:18 recognises the limits of what lies
within an individual’s power. A desire for peace does not
grant control over another person’s choices.

Trust concerns confidence in someone’s conduct. It can grow
again through consistent evidence, but it is not owed on
demand. A forgiven person may still need supervision, limits
or a different role. Restoration to church fellowship and
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restoration to a leadership position are not identical decisions.

Serious misconduct may make a particular office or access
inappropriate even when repentance is sincere.

Consequences need not be revenge. Reporting abuse,
returning stolen property, accepting dismissal from a role or
complying with lawful accountability can belong to a truthful
response. Churches should never require silence, destruction
of evidence or withdrawal of a report as the price of
forgiveness. Grace does not require a vulnerable person to
surrender protection. The aim is a future shaped by truth
rather than a quick appearance of harmony.

Put the lesson into practice

In a fictional case of repeated dishonesty, separate the
response into four headings: forgiveness, reconciliation, trust
and role responsibility. Write one appropriate step under
each. Notice how a kind response can include firm limits.

Reflect and discuss
1. Which of these four ideas do people most often confuse?

2. What evidence would justify greater trust, and what
warning signs would require caution?

Prayer

Lord, free us from revenge and from false peace. Help us
forgive sincerely, seek reconciliation wisely and rebuild trust
only on a truthful foundation. Amen.
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CHAPTER 11

Becoming a community of
second chances

Read Philemon 1-25; Galatians 6:1-2 in your Bible.

A community of second chances needs more than a welcoming
slogan. It needs habits that allow truth to be spoken and
growth to be observed. Otherwise the returning person may
be celebrated for a week, the injured person may be forgotten,
and the same conflict may soon return.

Begin by listening separately when necessary. Do not assume
that the first or most emotional account is the whole account.
Ask what happened, who was affected and what protection is
needed. Keep a clear distinction between verified facts,
allegations and personal interpretations. Confidentiality
means careful handling of information, not a promise to
conceal danger or wrongdoing.

Choose helpers with appropriate maturity and independence.
A friend who has already promised to defend one side may not
be suitable to mediate. A pastor may offer spiritual care while
a trained professional handles a matter outside the pastor’s
competence. Different kinds of help can work together
without pretending that every problem has the same solution.

Develop a modest plan. It may include an apology that names
conduct, a repair arrangement, mentoring, restrictions on a
responsibility and a review date. Each step should have a
clear purpose. Avoid a vague demand to “prove yourself”
forever, but do not announce a fixed date for restored trust
regardless of behaviour. Progress is assessed through
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evidence, not merely the passage of time.

Care must include the person who was harmed. They should
not have to become the returning person’s mentor or provide
emotional reassurance. Nor should a congregation turn a
private history into a dramatic testimony without freely given
consent. A second chance becomes credible when the church
protects dignity on every side, celebrates honest growth and
remains willing to change the plan when new facts emerge.

Put the lesson into practice

Draft a one-page response plan for a fictional ministry
conflict. Include the responsible helper, the next step,

confidentiality limits, safety measures and a review point. Ask
whether the plan would still appear fair if you were the person

with the least influence.

Reflect and discuss

1. How can a church support change without becoming a
place of concealment?

2. What care does the harmed person need that is different
from the care of the returning person?

Prayer

Father, make our churches places of truth and patient hope.
Give helpers wisdom, protect those who are vulnerable and
keep our care free from favouritism. Amen.
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CHAPTER 12

Living the letter: a personal
action plan

Read Philemon 4-7, 14, 17-19, 25 in your Bible.

The letter does not supply a recorded answer from Philemon.
We cannot finish his story for him, but we can take
responsibility for our own response. A study becomes fruitful
when its insights lead to faithful action in actual relationships.

Begin with your place in the story. You may recognise the
person who needs to admit a wrong, the person who has been
hurt, the advocate standing beside someone else, or the
community watching a difficult return. These roles can
overlap, but they should not be confused. Your responsibility
is not to control everyone else’s part.

If you have done wrong, write an apology without “if,” “but”
or a demand for immediate forgiveness. Name what you did,
acknowledge its impact and identify a realistic repair. Do not
use a testimony of conversion to silence questions. Let the
person choose whether and how to respond. Submit your
claim of change to the patient test of conduct.

If you have been harmed, name the truth in a safe setting.
Consider what belongs to your healing, what belongs to
appropriate accountability and what remains outside your
control. You may pray toward freedom from revenge while
maintaining necessary distance. You do not have to offer
access to demonstrate that you are a Christian.
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If you are an advocate, ask whether your help serves the
person’s long-term growth or merely protects them from
consequences. If you belong to the community, refuse gossip
and make room for both truthful reporting and responsible
restoration. Avoid the easy extremes of permanent
condemnation and instant reinstatement.

Finally, return to grace. A second chance is not a human
achievement detached from Christ. We receive mercy before
we learn to extend it. The God who exposes sin also calls
sinners into new life. Our task is to follow Him with humility:
truthfully remembering what happened, responsibly
addressing what remains and refusing to declare that His
transforming work is impossible.

Put the lesson into practice

Write a seven-day plan with one action each day: read the
letter; name your responsibility; seek wise counsel; draft an
appropriate response; review safety and consent; take one
responsible step; pray and evaluate. If direct contact is unsafe
or unwanted, choose a step that does not involve contact.

Reflect and discuss

1. What is one step you can take without controlling another
person?

2. What would progress look like after a month, and who could
help you assess it honestly?

Prayer

Lord Jesus, lead us from learning into obedience. Let Your
mercy reshape our choices, Your truth govern our speech and
Your grace sustain our hope. Amen.
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SERMON

When grace opens the door

Main text: Philemon 10-19
Aim: To call believers into truthful repentance, costly welcome and wise
restoration.

Opening

Picture a door approached by someone carrying a difficult
past. Inside is a person who has reasons to hesitate. Between
them stands a letter. That is an illustrative picture, not a
detail reported by Scripture, but it helps us feel the tension of
Paul’s appeal. What will happen when the one who left is
presented again?

The gospel does not ask us to forget what a door has
protected. Neither does it permit us to declare that every
person outside it is beyond God’s transforming grace. Paul’s
letter asks how belonging to Jesus changes the way we see
and receive one another.

1. Grace sees a person beyond the past

Paul does not introduce Onesimus as a permanent failure. He
speaks of a spiritual child and a person who can now
contribute. The old account is real, but it is not the only
account. Christ’s work can create a future that shame alone
cannot imagine.

Speak to the person who has failed: stop hiding and stop
declaring yourself hopeless. Grace invites you into the light.
You need not defend yesterday in order to receive a different
tomorrow. Tell the truth, accept help and begin the patient
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work of changed conduct.

2. Grace makes room for willing good

Paul could insist, yet he appeals through love. He wants a
response that is willing. The church should examine its
methods as carefully as its message. We cannot preach
freedom while using fear to obtain a performance of peace.

Speak to leaders: do not use this passage to force someone
into an unsafe meeting. Ask what a faithful process requires.
Listen, protect and give room for an honest response. Love is
not measured by how quickly we can announce that a conflict
is over.

3. Grace is willing to bear a cost

Paul offers his own relationship and his own account in
support of Onesimus. His advocacy has substance. He does
not simply tell Philemon to absorb every possible loss while he
remains uninvolved.

Speak to advocates: support must include truth. Help
someone make repair, find accountable mentoring and accept
appropriate limits. Do not rescue a reputation at the expense
of a harmed person. Christian love serves a person’s good,
even when that good includes consequences.

4. Grace welcomes a brother with wisdom

The appeal moves beyond an old social label toward beloved
brotherhood. Welcome must respect human dignity. It does
not automatically restore every responsibility or remove every
boundary. The form of welcome depends on truth, consent
and safety.
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Speak to the congregation: refuse the pleasure of gossip and
the pride of permanent exclusion. Also refuse a quick
celebration that makes injured people disappear. Ask how the
grace of Christ can become visible in the way everyone is
treated.

Invitation and closing prayer

Which response is yours today: an honest confession, a
surrender of revenge, a responsible act of advocacy or a
change in the way you use authority? Do not promise another
person’s response. Offer God your own obedience.

Lord Jesus, thank You for mercy that does not leave us in our
sin. Bring truth where we have hidden, repentance where we
have harmed and comfort where we have been wounded.
Make our churches patient, safe and hopeful. Teach us to
welcome wisely and to walk in the new life You give. Amen.
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THEOS LIBRARY

Four-session group study
guide

Session 1 | Observe before applying

Read the narrative in Part I, Philemon 1-7, the corresponding verse
commentaries, and thematic Chapters 1-3. Identify the people named and the
relationships described. Put uncertain background details in a separate list.
Discuss how love refreshes people. Practice: each member names one way to
listen more carefully this week.

Session 2 | Love, change and consent

Read verses 8-14, their individual commentaries, and thematic Chapters 4-6.
Discuss the difference between a willing response and pressured compliance.
Use a fictional ministry conflict; do not require personal disclosures. Practice:
rewrite a controlling request as an honest, respectful appeal.

Session 3 | Brotherhood and costly repair

Read verses 15-19, their individual commentaries, and thematic Chapters 7-8.
Discuss dignity, advocacy and restitution. Ask what the text says and what it
does not settle. Practice: draft a repair plan for a fictional case, including the
needs of the person harmed.

Session 4 | Hope with responsibility

Read verses 20-25, their individual commentaries, and thematic Chapters
9-12. Distinguish forgiveness, reconciliation, trust and role restoration.
Practice: each member chooses a next step within their own responsibility
and identifies an appropriate source of support.

Facilitator reminder: allow a participant to pass; do not mediate serious harm
in a group discussion; stop blaming or coercive speech; use appropriate
safeguarding procedures when a concern is disclosed.
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THEOS LIBRARY

Questions readers often ask

Does the title mean God only gives two
chances?

No. “Second chance” is a pastoral expression for renewed
opportunity. It does not impose a numerical limit on God’s
mercy or guarantee unlimited access to another person’s life.
The letter’s concern is a changed response shaped by grace.

Did Onesimus certainly steal from Philemon?

Verse 18 speaks conditionally about wrongdoing or debt.
Theft is a common historical reconstruction, not an event
narrated in the letter. We should not state it as an established
fact.

Did Philemon forgive and free him?

The surviving letter does not record the outcome. Paul asks
for a generous response; readers should distinguish that
request from a documented result. The implications for legal
release are debated.

Was Onesimus later bishop of Ephesus?

A later Christian leader of that name is known from Ignatius’s
letter to the Ephesians. Identifying him with Paul’s Onesimus
is uncertain. It should not be presented as a settled fact, nor
should the claim that he collected Paul’s letters be asserted
without evidence.
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Must forgiveness restore my former
closeness?

No automatic return to former closeness follows. Forgiveness,
reconciliation and trust address different questions. Contact
and responsibility require attention to safety, consent and
conduct.

Can a church forgive someone and still report
abuse?

Yes. Spiritual care does not replace protection, truthful
reporting or appropriate accountability. Forgiveness must
never become a demand to conceal harm or destroy evidence.

Does this letter approve slavery?

The letter arises within an ancient slaveholding context and
does not give a general programme of abolition. Its appeal to
receive Onesimus as a beloved brother challenges degrading
treatment. It must not be used to justify ownership, trafficking
or coercive labour.

What if the other person will not respond?

Take responsibility for what lies within your power. Seek wise
counsel, make appropriate repair and refuse retaliation.
Mutual reconciliation cannot be produced by one person
alone. Leave room for time, protection and God’s work.
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Sources, corrections and
further reading

Primary biblical reading

Philemon 1-25 is the governing text for this study. Read it in
full in a reliable Bible translation. Related passages used for
comparison include Colossians 4:7-17; Acts 15:36-41; 2
Timothy 4:11; 2 Corinthians 5:18-21; Galatians 3:28 and 6:1-2;
Luke 17:3-4; and Romans 12:18. Cross-references support
particular applications; they should not be treated as a
replacement for reading each passage in context.

Reference sources consulted

Harvest Teaching Ministries. The Book of Philemon.
Four-page teaching notes supplied in the book project;
undated. Acknowledged as the starting resource, not as the
author of this expanded edition.

United States Conference of Catholic Bishops. The Letter to
Philemon: Introduction and Philemon 1. Consulted 26 October
2026. Useful for checking the letter’s scope and identifying
the uncertainty of later Onesimus traditions.
https://bible.uscch.org/bible/philemon/0 and
https://bible.usccb.org/bible/philemon/1

Bible Gateway. Acts 15:36-41, King James Version. Consulted
26 October 2026 to check the names and sequence in the
disagreement over John Mark. https://www.biblegateway.com/
passage/?search=Acts+15%3A36-41&version=K]JV
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Historical narrative references

Gaius. Institutes, Book I, section 82. English translation
hosted by Université Grenoble Alpes, Roman Law Library.
Consulted 26 October 2026. This later Roman jurist supplies
background on inherited slave status; he does not describe
Onesimus. https://droitromain.univ-grenoble-alpes.fr/Anglica/
gail Scott.htm

PBS. The Roman Empire in the First Century: Slaves and
Freemen. Consulted 26 October 2026. Used only for the
general background of enslavement and the range of labour
performed in the Roman world. https://www.pbs.org/empires/
romans/empire/slaves freemen.html

Acts 28:16, 30-31 and Colossians 4:7-9. These passages
respectively provide the biblical picture of Paul receiving
visitors during Roman confinement and the association of
Onesimus with Tychicus. Connecting Acts 28 with the writing
of Philemon depends on the Roman-imprisonment
reconstruction, not an explicit statement in Philemon.

The main narrative and every verse commentary use the
biblical references given alongside them. General Roman
background is distinguished from the unknown details of
Onesimus’s individual life. The personal testimony and
employment acknowledgements are supplied by Ssentaba
Ronald Salongo.
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Editorial corrections to the supplied notes

Philemon ends at verse 25, not verse 26. Apphia’s and
Archippus’s precise family relationships are not specified. The
letter does not establish theft, an exact journey distance, or a
shared writing day for all the prison epistles. Verse 19
describes Paul’s offer concerning what Onesimus might owe
Philemon, not the reverse. Verse 22 expresses hope for a visit;
the outcome is not reported. In Acts 15, Barnabas takes Mark
to Cyprus and Paul chooses Silas; “Cyrus” is not the person’s
name. Colossians 4:10 identifies Mark as Barnabas’s relative.
Later claims about Onesimus’s bishopric and collection of
Paul’s letters are not established by Philemon.

How to read the applications

The discussions of consent, boundaries, supervision and
safeguarding are pastoral applications for contemporary
readers. They are not presented as procedures explicitly laid
out in the ancient letter. Different Christian traditions may
frame forgiveness and church discipline differently; readers
should distinguish those discussions from the letter’s clear
call to love, welcome and grace.
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About the author and
feedback

Ssentaba Ronald Salongo is a Ugandan Christian author and
Bible teacher associated with Theos Transforming Ministries.
His writing seeks to make biblical teaching accessible for
personal study, families, churches and developing ministers.

Theos Library publishes resources that connect careful

reading of Scripture with practical Christian living. This study

is offered to encourage grace, truthful repentance and the
wise care of relationships.

Continue the conversation

Questions, corrections and thoughtful discussion are
welcome. When writing, include the chapter title, the biblical
passage and the point you would like to discuss. Please avoid
sending another person’s private story or identifying details
without their consent.

Email: mweberonnierobins@gmail.com

Website and book catalogue:
https://theostransformingministries.org/books/

A final word

Your past deserves an honest account. Your neighbour
deserves dignity. Your future belongs under the grace
and truth of Jesus Christ.
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A changed life

deserves a new chapter.
¥

An enslaved man. A prisoner of Christ.
A letter asking for a different future.

Follow Onesimus’s journey through a
careful historical narrative, commentary
on all 25 verses, and practical lessons on
grace, forgiveness, responsibility and the
rebuilding of trust.

For workers far from home, employers,
families and churches: discover how
transformation can open the way to a
responsible second chance.
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