A Change of Heart: A New Family
READ: Philemon 17-25

Consider: Paul counters any objections that might arise in Philemon’s mind regarding the request to receive Onesimus back as a new brother in Christ instead of as a runaway slave. He first appeals to their relationship as partners; and the term for partner he uses is fellowship (koinonos), which is reserved for those who are united in Christ and who are working together to further His kingdom. If this sort of fellowship exists between them, then Philemon ought to accept Onesimus just as he would accept Paul or Timothy because Onesimus was now a part of that fellowship.

Paul then challenges any sense Philemon might have of requiring some sort of restitution for his perceived loss. If Onesimus had wronged him in any way (think injury, mistreatment, offense), or if Onesimus owed him anything (think debt, obligation, allegiance), then Paul would settle it with him. Paul even provided his own signature, as if signing a blank check, which Philemon could use later use to hold him accountable. Of course Paul did remind Philemon that he owed Paul just as much, if not more, than Onesimus owed Philemon.

Paul then turned the table completely, letting Philemon know that he fully expected to benefit from him in all of this, not financially, but in the Lord. He expected to be refreshed at the news that Philemon had received Onesimus as a brother in Christ. Paul was so confident of Philemon’s change of heart that he felt Philemon would do much more than he had asked of him. Why would he do more? Because he was not doing it out of obligation, but out of genuine love for his new brother in Christ, Onesimus.

Paul was so confident that Philemon’s prayers for his own release would be answered that he asks Philemon to prepare a room for him when gets out. It wasn’t that he was coming to “check up” on Philemon, but that he genuinely loved him, and wanted to come and encourage him and the church that met in his house.

Paul ends his letter by passing along greetings of those who were in Rome taking care of him while he remained in prison. While these names may not mean much to you, they would have meant much to Philemon. He was part of the family of God, and that family is much larger than any local fellowship to which we belong and serve. And that family had just gotten a little larger when Onesimus accepted the Lord. If Jesus can welcome repentant sinners into his family, then we ought to learn how to do the same. 
Prayer: God Almighty, we do not deserve your grace, but we desperately need it. Thank you for adopting us into your family. Help us to embrace all those to whom you have given new life in Christ.

