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Oneismus: Formerly Useless, Now Useful! 

Jonah 3:1-5; Philemon 1 

 

Philemon is a short book of only 25 verses tucked between Titus and Hebrews.  It’s so 

short that you’ll never find it by accident.  You have to be looking for it or else you’ll never even 

see it.  Paul wrote the letter to Philemon around 60 A.D.  The letter is addressed to Philemon, his 

wife Apphia, and Archippus who was either a son or another influential member of the local 

church.   

 

Philemon was a believer in Colossae, who came to Christ through the evangelistic efforts 

of Paul.  He was a wealthy man; a leader within one of the Colossian churches.  As many wealthy 

people of his time, Philemon was also a slave owner.  There were 60,000,000 slaves in the Roman 

Empire who were considered as property.  Slaves were under the absolute control of their master 

or mistress.  Slave owners were free to do whatever they wished to the slaves.  They could beat or 

kill slaves.  Philemon owned a slave called Onesimus, and at some point this slave ran away from 

home, probably taking some property and money from his master Philemon to finance his travels.  

It is reasonable to assume that Philemon was enraged by this.   

 

So, Onesimus was on the run; his crime as a runaway slave was punishable by death under 

Roman law.  Somewhere in his travels, Onesimus encounters Paul.  He probably ministers to Paul 

as a servant would, and through the testimony of Paul and God’s grace, he too becomes a 

Christian.  This creates a genuine dilemma.  Paul desires to keep Onesimus with him, but realizing 

he is better of with his master, so he sends him back to Philemon.  The real problem is how will 

Philemon respond to Onesimus?  Paul writes a letter asking on behalf of Onesmus that Philemon 

take the slave back, not as a slave, but as a brother in Christ.  He sends it with him as he returns to 

Colossae.   

 

This short letter deals with lots of issues.  It tells us a lot about how Christians deal with 

each other.  It tells us much about grace, mercy, kindness, and forgiveness.  It is a demonstration 

of the power of God to restore the broken relationships.  It is an affirmation that the gospel has the 

power to transform relationships.  Philemon has much to speak to us.  This morning I want to 

highlight a couple important lessons.  The first has to do with the essence of the Christian faith, 

and the second has to do with the transformative power of the gospel of Jesus of Nazareth.  

 

First: Charge it to my Account 

So many Bible scholars believe that verse 18 is the heart of this letter.  In Philemon verse 

18 the apostle Paul writes “If he (Onesimus) has wronged you in any way, or owes you anything, 

charge that to my account.”  “Charge it to my account,” what a powerful statement!  During the 

war between Britain and France, men were drafted into the French army by a kind of lottery 

system.  When someone’s name was drawn, he had to go off to battle.  There was one exception to 

this, however.  A person could be exempt if another was willing to take his place.  On one 



 

 2 

occasion the authorities came to a certain man and told him he was among those who had been 

chosen.  He refused to go, saying, “I was shot 2 years ago.”  At first they questioned his sanity, but 

he insisted that this indeed was the case.  He claimed that the military records would show that he 

had been enlisted 2 years previously and that he had been killed in action.  “How can that be?” 

they questioned.  “You are alive now!”  He explained that when his name came up, a close friend 

said to him, “You have a large family, but I am not married and nobody is dependent upon me.  

I’ll take your name and address and go in your place.”  And that is indeed what the record showed.  

This rather unusual case was referred to Napoleon Bonaparte, who decided that the country had no 

legal claim on that man.  He was free.  He had died in the person of another!   

 

This principle of substitution is at the heart of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  The Savior 

willingly took our place, died in our stead and paid the penalty for our sin.  The law, which 

demands the ultimate punishment, has no claim on us, for we died years ago in the person of 

Christ.  Because of Jesus who took our place and paid our debt, we are justified before God.  

Because we’ve been forgiven, we can forgive others.  Because we have found grace, we can 

extend grace to each other.  Because we have found mercy, we can be merciful to each other.  

Whatever is owed, charge it to my account.  

 

Second: From Useless to Useful 

In Philemon 10-11 Paul writes to his friend Philemon and says, “I am appealing to you for 

my child, Onesimus, whose father I have become during my imprisonment.  Formerly he was 

useless to you, but now he is indeed useful both to you and to me.”  The name Onesimus in Greek 

means “profitable or useful” so there is a play on words in Philemon 11.  Friends, only God can 

take someone that was formerly “useless” and make them “USEFUL.”  We are no different than 

Onesimus or Jonah who also ran from God.  Look around you.  This sanctuary is full of people, 

including the preacher, who were once useless, but now useful.  God is in the business of 

transforming lives through the good news of Jesus.  Christ has the power to heal hurting hearts and 

to repair broken people, putting them back on their feet.  My friends, God’s grace is amazing and 

His love is unfailing.     

 

What did Philemon do?  It would be nice if there were a postscript on this letter to indicate 

Philemon's decision.  But there is none.  However, a church father named Ignatius of Antioch (35-

117 AD), writing fifty years later in a letter to the Ephesians, addressed their wonderful minister, 

their bishop – his name: Onesimus.  In this letter, Ignatius referred to Onesimus as the one “who 

formerly was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me.”  He used the 

very same Greek words that appeared in verse 11 of Philemon.  

 

Let me conclude with this story I read a few years ago.  Police stopped a teenage girl in 

Idaho sometime back, and there had been complaints that a car had been seen going around her 

neighborhood in reverse.  The girl told police that her parents let her use the car, but she had put 

too much mileage on it.  “I was just trying to unwind some of it,” she said.  There are parts of our 

lives that all of us would like to rewind.  If driving around the block in reverse would expunge our 

record, we would all go out to the parking lot and rev up our engines.  But something more than 

that was needed.  We need to believe the power of the gospel; that transformative power that 

changed the life of Onesimus from useless to useful.  We can be changed and made whole because 

whatever we’ve done wrong, God is charging it to Jesus.  In the Name of the Father, the Son, and 

the Holy Spirit.  Amen! 
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