
Sermon Notes
Text: Philemon 12-21

Intro:

Does a lack of clear condemnation of slavery constitute the Bible’s 
endorsement of it?

Old Testament:

The story of God’s people begins as a story of emancipated slaves. 

Exodus 21:16

Slavery in Israel served as a social welfare system. It was not a race-
based chattel slavery like 17th & 18th century America. 

New Testament: 

Rome institutionalized chattel slavery. Up to 1/3 of the population of the 
Empire were slaves. 

Luke 4:18

Matthew 20:26-28

Jesus gives slaves dignity through his teachings and personal example 
(Phil 2).

Paul:

At first glance Paul seems to endorse slavery, telling slaves to obey their 
masters (Col. 3:22, Eph. 6:5) and even returning a runaway slave to his 
master (Philemon). However, a careful reading of Philemon reveals that 
Paul is actually subverting the culture of slavery and securing 
Onesimus’s freedom. 

1 Corinthians 12:13; Colossians 3:11; Galatians 3:28

Church History:

“Although it has been fashionable to deny it, anti-slavery doctrines 
began to appear in Christian theology soon after the decline of Rome 
and were accompanied by the eventual disappearance of slavery in all 
but the fringes of Christian Europe. When Europeans subsequently 
instituted slavery in the New World, they did so over strenuous papal 
opposition…Finally, the abolition of New World slavery was initiated and 
achieved by Christian activists.” ~Rodney Stark 

Conclusion:

Acts 2:17-18
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Life Group Discussion

Warm up:

1. When you think of slavery, what images come to mind? Are there 
any films or literature that has impacted you on this topic? 

Study & Discussion:

1. What stood out to you from Sunday’s sermon?

2. Read Matthew 20:26-28 & Philippians 2:5-11. What do these verses 
tell us about how Jesus felt about slavery? How do you think slaves 
would have responded to these? How would you feel about these 
verses if you were a slave owner?

3. Read the book of Philemon (it’s only 25 verses long). Why would 
Paul send Onesimus back to his master? What instructions does 
Paul give Philemon? How does he talk about Onesimus? How do 
you think Philemon would have responded to this letter?

4. Read Colossians 3:22-4:1. What instructions does Paul give slaves? 
What instructions does he give masters? How do you think these 
instructions would have affected the relationship between slaves and 
masters?

5. Read Acts 2:17-18. If even slaves can be filled with the Holy Spirit (v. 
18) then what limitations should or shouldn’t be put on their lives? 
Could you possibly justify their oppression after Pentecost?  

Practicing the Way of Jesus: Meditation and Prayer

It’s tempting to assume that since slavery is not as visible in the world 
today, then it must not exist. That’s a false assumption. Slavery does 
exist, all over the world. Sex trafficking, and forced labour are still 
prevalent. 

Spend time meditating on the words of Isaiah, quoted by Jesus in Luke 
4:18-19. Ask the Holy Spirit to reveal to you what it means for the 
oppressed to be set free, and what your role in it could be. Pray for 
those who are currently stuck in slavery to be liberated by Jesus.  
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