a hidden divine purpose that lies behind the mundane or apparently random
events of this life (cf. Rom. 8:28).
Some information from the Roman world may help us to understand why
Paul would write a letter such as this one. First, Roman law required that
fugitive slaves be returned to their masters, so if Onesimus actually was “on
the run” from Philemon, Paul would have been obligated by law to send him
back. More to the point, however, Roman jurisprudence allowed a slave who
was on the outs with his or her master to seek arbitration with a colleague or
friend of that master; in such instances, the slave was not considered to be a
fugitive and could be granted sanctuary under the mediator’s care until the
difficulty was resolved. Something of this nature seems to provide a reasonable
context for understanding Paul’s letter to Philemon: Onesimus has sought out
his master’s friend for assistance in resolving a dispute. He is willing to return
home to Philemon, but he wants to do so with a letter from Paul encouraging
his possibly angry master to be more favorably disposed toward him than he
might have been otherwise.
Paul provides Onesimus with such a letter but seems to take things a step
or two further. He asks Philemon for a favor: “Let me have this benefit from
Box 23.3

Sanctuary for a Runaway Servant
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A letter from Pliny the Younger, written in the late first century, offers an appeal to a certain Sabinianus on behalf of a runaway servant. It makes for an interesting comparison to Paul’s letter to
Philemon, written on behalf of Onesimus.
To Sabinianus. Your freedman, whom you lately mentioned as having displeased you, has been with
me; he threw himself at my feet and clung there with as much submission as he could have done at
yours. He earnestly requested me with many tears, and even with the eloquence of silent sorrow, to
intercede for him; in short, he convinced me by his whole behavior, that he sincerely repents of his fault.
And I am persuaded he is thoroughly reformed, because he seems entirely sensible of his delinquency.
I know you are angry with him, and I know too, it is not without reason; but clemency can never exert
itself with more applause, than when [the cause for resentment is most just]. You once had an affection
for this man, and, I hope, will have again: in the meanwhile, let me only prevail with you to pardon him.
If he should incur your displeasure hereafter, you will have so much the stronger plea in excuse for your
anger, as you show yourself more exorable to him now. Allow something to his youth, to his tears, and
to your own natural mildness of temper: do not make him uneasy any longer, and I will add too, do not
make yourself so; for a man of your benevolence of heart cannot be angry without feeling great uneasiness. I am afraid, were I to join my entreaties with his, I should seem rather to compel, than request
you to forgive him. Yet I will not scruple to do it; and so much the more fully and freely as I have very
sharply and severely reproved him, positively threatening never to interpose again in his behalf. But
though it was proper to say this to him, in order to make him more fearful of offending, I do not say it
to you. I may, perhaps, again have occasion to entreat you upon his account, and again obtain your
forgiveness; supposing, I mean, his error should be such as may become me to intercede for, and you
to pardon. Farewell.
Pliny (the Younger), Letters, 2 vols., trans. William Melmoth, revised by W. M. L. Hutchinson, Loeb Classical Library (London: Heinemann, 1915),
2:166–67.
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