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From Debt to Delight: Christ's Redemption in Philemon 
 
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.  
 
As we gather in the presence of our merciful Lord, let us immerse ourselves in the 
profound depths of Paul's letter to Philemon, verses 1 through 21. This epistle, though 
compact like a precious gem, radiates the transformative power of the Gospel. It is 
not merely a personal correspondence between an apostle and a friend; it is a vivid 
tapestry depicting the redemptive work of Jesus Christ—His suffering in our place, His 
death to atone for our sins, and His resurrection to grant us eternal life. Through this 
text, we are invited not just to understand doctrine with our minds, but to feel the 
warmth of divine love stirring our hearts toward gratitude, forgiveness, and hope. 
 
Paul opens in verses 1-3: "Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, 
To Philemon our beloved fellow worker and Apphia our sister and Archippus our 
fellow soldier and the church in your house: Grace to you and peace from God our 
Father and the Lord Jesus Christ." Notice how Paul introduces himself as a "prisoner 
for Christ Jesus." Chains bind him, yet his spirit soars free in the service of the Savior. 
This greeting extends "grace" and "peace," terms that encapsulate the core of what 
Jesus has achieved for humanity. Grace is the unearned gift of God's favor, lavished 
upon us through Christ's bloody sacrifice on Calvary. Peace is the profound 
reconciliation that follows, a cessation of enmity between sinners and a holy God, 
sealed by the empty tomb. In a world torn by strife—think of the ancient Roman 
Empire's brutal conquests under emperors like Nero, where Christians faced 
persecution akin to Paul's imprisonment—we see shadows of our own era's conflicts, 
from governmental oppressions to societal divisions. Yet Christ's work transcends 
these, offering a peace that surpasses understanding, rooted not in human treaties 
but in His victorious rising from the dead. 
 
Continuing in verses 4-7: "I thank my God always when I mention you in my prayers, 
because I hear of your love and of the faith that you have toward the Lord Jesus and 
for all the saints, and I pray that the sharing of your faith may become effective for 
the full knowledge of every good thing that is in us for the sake of Christ. For I have 
derived much joy and comfort from your love, my brother, because the hearts of the 
saints have been refreshed through you." Paul overflows with thanksgiving for 



Philemon's love and faith, which refresh the hearts of the saints. The Greek word 
translated as "sharing" here is koinonia, denoting a profound fellowship, a communal 
participation in the blessings of the Gospel. This koinonia is no superficial bond; it 
mirrors the unity Christ forges among believers through His suffering body on the 
cross. Recall the biblical narrative of the early Church in Acts 2:42-47, where believers 
devoted themselves to the apostles' teaching, fellowship, breaking of bread, and 
prayers. They shared possessions, and the Lord added to their number daily those 
being saved. This communal refreshment sprang from the reality of Jesus' 
resurrection, empowering ordinary people to live extraordinarily in love. But let us 
not gloss over the human frailty that makes such fellowship necessary. God's Law, 
with its unyielding commands—"You shall be holy, for I am holy" (Leviticus 19:2)—
condemns every soul. No matter how diligently we strive, like the Pharisee Saul before 
his conversion, who later became Paul, our efforts fall short. Saul persecuted the 
Church, thinking himself righteous, yet the Law exposed his heart's rebellion. We all 
stand guilty: our thoughts wander into envy, our words cut like swords, our deeds 
prioritize self over God. The Law's thunder echoes through history, from the fall of 
Adam and Eve in Eden to the failures of kings like Solomon, whose wisdom turned to 
folly. It declares us unworthy, deserving wrath. Yet Jesus, the sinless Son of God, 
entered this condemned world. He suffered rejection in Nazareth, betrayal by Judas, 
agony in the garden where sweat fell like blood. He endured the crown of thorns, the 
nails piercing His hands and feet, the spear in His side—all to bear our curse. His cry, 
"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" (Matthew 27:46), absorbed the full 
weight of divine judgment. Then, on the third day, He rose triumphant, conquering 
death and offering forgiveness to all who believe. In Him, the Law's accusations are 
nailed to the cross, and we receive peace with God, a foretaste of eternal joy where 
every tear is wiped away. 
 
In verses 8-11, Paul transitions to his bold appeal: "Accordingly, though I am bold 
enough in Christ to command you to do what is required, yet for love's sake I prefer 
to appeal to you—I, Paul, an old man and now a prisoner also for Christ Jesus—I 
appeal to you for my child, Onesimus, whose father I became in my imprisonment. 
(Formerly he was useless to you, but now he is indeed useful to you and to me.)" 
Rather than command, Paul appeals in love, embodying the gentle invitation of Christ 
who says, "Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden" (Matthew 11:28). 
Onesimus, once "useless," is now transformed—his name itself means "useful" in 
Greek, a deliberate wordplay underscoring redemption. This shift from uselessness to 
purpose reflects how Christ redeems us. Consider the story of Peter, the impulsive 
disciple who denied Jesus three times during His trial (Luke 22:54-62). Peter wept 



bitterly, aware of his failure under the Law's glare, which demands perfect loyalty. Yet 
the risen Jesus sought him out on the shores of Galilee, restoring him with threefold 
questions of love (John 21:15-19). Peter's denial mirrored our own betrayals—times 
when fear or selfishness leads us astray. But Jesus' suffering—mocked by soldiers, 
abandoned by friends—culminated in resurrection power that reinstates the fallen. 
Through faith in Him, we are no longer condemned but forgiven, equipped for service 
in His kingdom, with the assurance of eternity in His presence, where joy knows no 
end. 
 
Verses 12-16 elaborate: "I am sending him back to you, sending my very heart. I would 
have been glad to keep him with me, in order that he might serve me on your behalf 
during my imprisonment for the gospel, but I preferred to do nothing without your 
consent in order that your goodness might not be by compulsion but of your own 
accord. For this perhaps is why he was parted from you for a while, that you might 
have him back forever, no longer as a bondservant but more than a bondservant, as 
a beloved brother—especially to me, but how much more to you, both in the flesh 
and in the Lord." Paul describes sending Onesimus as dispatching his "very heart," 
employing the Greek term splagchna, which evokes deep, gut-wrenching 
compassion—the inward parts stirred with emotion. This word captures the visceral 
love of Christ, whose compassion for the multitudes led Him to heal, teach, and 
ultimately die for them. In church history, we see this echoed in the life of Martin 
Luther, once tormented by the Law's demands in a monastery, striving through 
penances to earn peace. His "tower experience" revelation of justification by faith 
alone came from Romans 1:17, illuminating how Christ's righteousness is imputed to 
us. Luther's struggles parallel Onesimus's parting and return: separation under sin's 
shadow, reunion through grace. God's Law had condemned Luther's self-
righteousness, much as it does ours—exposing the hypocrisy in our religious rituals or 
moral posturing. From governmental figures like Constantine, whose conversion 
shaped empires yet revealed human flaws, to everyday believers, the Law levels all. 
But Jesus' path to the cross—carrying the beam through Jerusalem's streets, 
collapsing under its weight—absorbed that condemnation. His death paid the 
ransom; His resurrection opened the gates of heaven. Now, we have forgiveness, 
peace with God, and the promise of an eternity filled with unending praise and delight 
in His glory. 
 
Concluding in verses 17-21: "So if you consider me your partner, receive him as you 
would receive me. If he has wronged you at all, or owes you anything, charge that to 
my account. I will repay it—to say nothing of your owing me even your own self. Yes, 



brother, I want some benefit from you in the Lord. Refresh my heart in Christ. 
Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than 
I say." Paul's willingness to charge any debt to his account foreshadows Christ's 
ultimate payment. Jesus did not offer hypotheticals; He declared, "It is finished" (John 
19:30), settling our sin-debt eternally. Reflect on the parable of the unforgiving 
servant in Matthew 18:21-35, where a king forgives a massive debt, only for the 
servant to withhold mercy from another. This illustrates the Law's inexorable justice—
we owe an unpayable sum—yet Christ's mercy abounds. In society, we witness echoes 
in events like the forgiveness extended by Amish communities and parents of Catholic 
school children in Minneapolis after tragic shootings, drawing from Gospel roots. But 
the heart of it all is Jesus: suffering the betrayal, the flogging, the crucifixion; dying to 
redeem; rising to justify. The Law condemns our unforgiving hearts, our grudges, our 
failures to love. Yet through His work, we are pardoned, reconciled, and heirs to 
everlasting peace and joy. 
 
As we survey this epistle, its threads weave a portrait of Christ's redemptive drama: 
grace extending to the imprisoned, fellowship refreshing the weary, transformation 
redeeming the lost, compassion mending the broken, and atonement covering all 
debts. Jesus suffers our pains, dies our death, and rises to give us life abundant. In 
Him, the Law's curse is lifted, forgiveness flows freely, peace reigns eternally, and joy 
awaits in the world to come. This is the mighty, spiritual labor Christ performs within 
us—renewing souls, forging bonds, securing hope. Amen. 
 
The peace of God guard your hearts and minds as you believe and trust in Him. 
 
Pastor Ron Breight   Christ Lutheran Church  Forest Hills, Pennsylvania 
 
Join us for worship online on our Facebook page, ChristLutheranChurchfh. There you can view our 10 
am Sunday service live or view a recording at your convenience. There is no need to register with 
Facebook or log in to visit our page. 


