
Slavery During the Time of Philemon

Slavery Background

Somewhere between a 

third to half of the Roman world 

was in slavery at this time. Slave 

relations were somewhat different 

than what one might think of from 

American history. Slaves could 

often become very well trained 

professionals, could often expect 

to be freed after a number of years 

of faithful service, could own 

property, could buy their freedom 

back, and many could even expect 

a better way of life than the lower 

class of free men.

Treatment of Runaway 
Slaves

Since a slave owner had 

almost unlimited authority over 

the slave, the owner could punish 

the slave in any way desired. 

Runaway slaves could, therefore, 

receive anything from a light 

punishment, to branding, to even 

crucifixion. It really just depended 

on the master. It was not taken 

lightly in the Roman world, and 

there were those who would have 

captured them and turned them in. 

Thus we see Onesimus returning 

with Tychicus (Col. 4:7-9). 

Christianity and Slavery
 

Christianity did not overtly 

call for the abolishment of 

slavery, but it mandated the love 

of God be manifested by the 

owner towards the slave. 

Conversely, it taught slaves to 

serve as unto the Lord. Therefore, 

while it did not seek to overthrow 

the institution, it did set a whole 

new way of approaching it that 

would ultimately push towards 

doing away with it as men and 

woman began treating each other 

as equals in Christ.

Philemon and Slavery

Philemon could have had 

Onesimus brutally treated and 

killed, yet he was asked by Paul to 

have Onesimus as a beloved 

brother. This is the opposite of the 

world's way of doing things which 

would have exacted vengeance. 

He was told to not even mete out 

justice, but rather to mete out 

forgiveness and put any bill on 

Paul's account. Just as Jesus put 

our sin on His account.


