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 The word slavery is not a nice word. When we think of slavery, we usually think of the 

Civil War and how slavery nearly destroyed our country. 

 It may surprise us to read about slavery in the Bible. In the Old Testament, slavery was a 

consequence of war. When Israel conquered a nation, people were spared and allowed to serve as 

slaves (Deuteronomy 20:11). The exception to this rule was the Canaanites, whom God had 

already decreed  would not be spared (Deuteronomy 20:16-18). 

 Although slavery was practiced in Old Testament times, it was regulated. For example, 

according to Deuteronomy someone could be a slave in Israel for only six years. In the seventh 

year all slaves were to be released. This all took place during the Sabbatical Year. However, 

sometimes a slave would request to remain a slave with his master. If this were the case, a slave 

would be taken to the door of his master’s house and have his ear pierced (Deuteronomy 15:16-

18). This ceremony serves as the inspiration for the familiar song “Pierce My Ear.” Why would 

someone want to be a slave for life? The answer may lay in the excellent treatment of slaves in 

Israel. God condemned the ill treatment of all people, including slaves. The Golden Rule, “Do 

unto others as you would have others do unto you” (Matthew 7:12), did not originate in the New 

Testament. God has always demanded that we treat each other the way we would like to be 

treated (Deuteronomy 15:12-14) 

 It may be for this reason in the New Testament that slaves are often referred to as 

bondservants. They were probably household servants. There are a few passages in the New 

Testament that regulate not only the behavior of servants but also the treatment of servants by 

their masters (Ephesians 6:5-9; Colossians 3:22-25). Down through history preachers have 

wisely used these passages to address employee/employer relationships of today.  

 The concept of bondservants in the New Testament logically leads us to the book of 

Philemon. Although just one chapter long, it contains the powerful truths that could have 

eliminated slavery forever if only followed.  



 

 

 Who was Philemon? He was a Christian and friend of Paul who owned servants. One of 

those servants was a man named Onesimus. He stole from Philemon and ran away (Philemon 

11). He ended up in Rome where he met Paul. The apostle was under house arrest; this meant 

that he could see people and speak to them although under arrest (Acts 28:17-30). Of course 

what Paul wanted to talk about was the Gospel. Onesimus heard Paul preach and obeyed the 

Gospel (Philemon 10). Now a brother in Christ, Paul sent him back to Philemon. But he did not 

send him back emptyhanded. He sent him back with a personal letter, a letter of reconciliation 

we have come to know as the book of Philemon. 

 This little book contains two key sections. Verses 1-7 reveal Paul’s appreciation of 

Philemon as a brother in Christ while verses 8-25 unfold Paul’s appeal on behalf of Onesimus, a 

new Christian. Like all other New Testament letters, Philemon opens with a courteous greeting 

(vs.1-3). It quickly turns to Paul’s admiration of Philemon’s love and faith (vs. 4-7). The heart of 

the letter begins in verse 8 where Paul appeals to Philemon to receive Onesimus back. The key 

verses to memorize are these, “For perhaps he departed for a while for this purpose, that you 

might receive him forever, no longer as a slave but more than a slave—a beloved brother, 

especially to me but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord” (vs. 15-16). To 

ensure that his friend did the right thing by Onesimus, Paul encouraged Philemon’s obedience, 

not to him but to the Lord (vs. 17-25).  

 What changed Philemon’s relationship with Onesimus? It might be better to ask who 

changed this relationship? Jesus did! Our Lord changed Onesimus from Philemon’s slave to his 

brother in Christ. Jesus breaks down all barriers that separate us, like slavery, race, status, 

wealth, education, or personality (Ephesians 2:14-18). 

 Rome was littered with slavery. Jesus’ death and resurrection changed the world and 

provided man with the tools to break down all barriers between people, including slavery. It 

worked for Onesimus; why did it not work for the world, especially preventing the Civil War? 

As with any sin, people did not consult or follow the teachings of the Bible. Sadly, slavery still 

exists today, at least in the spiritual sense, because of sin (Romans 6:16-18). If the world had 

only listened to God, especially the little letter of Philemon, we may have never experienced the 

horror of the Civil War. If the world had only followed the Bible, slavery would have ceased to 



 

 

exist as people returned to practicing the Golden Rule. Slavery was never meant to last forever. 

Jesus is! 

 

 


