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…though I am bold enough in Christ to command you to do your duty, yet I would 
rather appeal to you on the basis of love… 

                                                                                                      Paul’s Letter to Philemon 
 
 
 

 Growing up in the changing 50s and turbulent 60s in the segregationist 

South, I was taught early on the racist attitudes and beliefs of my family’s mindset 

and instilled with the prevailing acceptance of hatred and the open declaration of 

white superiority by prevailing Southern culture.  Heritage, not hate they say.  Can 

we really honestly separate the two?  And unfortunately, I’m not sure currently 

we’ve progressed past that bigotry and narrow-mindedness as much as we wished 

we had or think we have.  But finally, after centuries of slavery and decades of Jim 

Crow, the struggles and sacrifices of the Civil Rights Movement began to bear fruit 

during my childhood.  Voting rights and public accommodation laws passed the 

Congress and were signed into law by the President.  Many saw this as ultimate 

justice for an oppressed people and an attempt to correct past wrongs, a hope to 

free all of us—black and white—from the continuing shackles of the shameful past.  

Others viewed this action as governmental overreach and an infringement of our 
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individual liberties to do as we please.  I was there then and all of this was welded 

forever onto my impressionable memory.  The new laws were now mandatory for 

all Americans.  It was our duty as law abiding citizens to comply and obey.  How did 

we respond?  The state of South Carolina began to fly the Confederate battle flag 

at its capitol building in Columbia, the first time that had been done in one hundred 

years.  States that had openly discriminated against African-Americans in voter 

registration reluctantly obeyed the law through court order.  “Alas, no more states’ 

rights,” the objectors said.  But many Americans grudgingly began to give up on 

trying to perpetuate segregation, grumbling and complaining, sometimes under 

their breath and sometimes openly and defiantly.  But they saw it as their American 

and Christian duty to obey the law.  They gave in.   

 Duty.  What is duty?  Who decides the nature of that duty, who the affected 

parties are, and what specific actions are entailed?  Is duty born out of a sense of 

obligation, burden, onus, liability?  Does our conscience mandate, sometimes 

against our own desire, that we do this or that thing?  Or is it because someone 

more powerful than we sets the standard?  Alternatively, is our duty born from 

love?  Paul said to Philemon, “…though I am bold enough in Christ to command you 

to do your duty, yet I would rather appeal to you on the basis of love…” 
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 The Book of Philemon, which we read just a few minutes ago in almost its 

entirety, is Paul’s shortest letter.  Paul is writing from a Roman prison to his friend 

and co-worker in the gospel, Philemon, who lives in another town.  The situation is 

not entirely clear, but most scholars agree on the following.  Philemon owes a favor 

to Paul.  Philemon’s slave Onesimus has wronged his master and is now in the 

company of Paul.  Onesimus has converted to the Way of Jesus Christ and is an 

invaluable aide and co-worker to Paul in his current circumstance.  Paul wants 

Philemon to allow his slave Onesimus to remain with him to assist him in his 

ministry.  Since the only way to communicate in the ancient world was through the 

exchange of letters, Onesimus is the currier to his master with Paul’s letter.  There 

is one hitch.  Somewhere along the way Onesimus has wronged his owner Philemon 

prior to his escape.  As Paul says to Philemon: 

Formerly he was useless to you, but now he is indeed useful both to you and to 

me.  I am sending him…back to you.  I wanted to keep him with me, so that he 

might be of service to me in your place during my imprisonment for the gospel; 

but I preferred to do nothing without your consent, in order that your good deed 

might be voluntary and not something forced. 

Voluntary and not something forced.  And then a little later in the letter Paul tells 

Philemon, “I say nothing about your owing me even your own self.”  Duty called.  
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It was Paul’s civil duty to return Philemon’s property, the slave Onesimus, back to 

him.  It was Onesimus’ duty to remain enslaved to a man who had not granted 

him his freedom.  It was Philemon’s duty is to repay Paul the unspecified debt.  

Duty.  Sometimes duty is beneficial, but sometimes it does not serve the common 

good.  What about the duty of Nazi soldiers to carry out the extermination of 

millions of Jews and gypsies during World War II?  What about the duty of the 

employees of the Flint, Michigan water department not to be insubordinate to 

the state politicians who were saving money at the expense of poisoning children 

with lead contaminated drinking water?  Does duty call us to speak truth to 

power?  Duty can be a tricky, cruel, and unfair expectation.   

 So how did Paul handle this issue of duty?  “I preferred to do nothing 

without your consent, in order that your good deed might be voluntary and not 

something forced.”  “…though I am bold enough in Christ to command you to do 

your duty, yet I would rather appeal to you on the basis of love.”  And what was 

that love?  “…that you might have him back forever, no longer as a slave but more 

than a slave, a beloved brother…”  Love takes over when duty can’t fulfill God’s 

word.  Duty may have its place but love supersedes.  When the confusion and 

unfairness of duty miss the mark, love conquers all.  I think it would gladden the 

heart of God if we would love one another instead of begrudgingly doing our 
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duty.  Is granting an oppressed people a meager measure of opportunity and 

justice love or duty?  What if African-Americans had had fair and equal voting 

privileges since 1863 instead of needing a Voting Rights Act in 1965, 102 years 

later.  Why did African-Americans need the Civil Right Act of 1964, 101 years after 

emancipation, to gain access to public accommodations?  What groups of people, 

God’s children, are we still discriminating against today?  Why do we as a people, 

the majority, withhold equality and opportunity from people who are not 

members of that majority?  What false duty are we fulfilling by doing so?  Where 

is love?  Paul said, “I would rather appeal to you on the basis of love,” “in order 

that your good deed might be voluntary and not something forced.”   John’s 

Gospel says, “By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have 

love for one another.”  May we live into the Good News that God loves each of us 

and into the Great Commandment to love one another.                   AMEN  


