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In chapter 11 of Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852), by Harriet Beecher Stowe, a slave named George lets
it be known that he is planning to escape. Mr. Wilson, a sympathetic white man, responds:
Why, George, no—no—it won’t do; this way of talking is wicked—unscriptural. George, you’ve got a
hard master—in fact, he is—well he conducts himself reprehensibly—I can’t pretend to defend him.
But you know how the angel commanded Hagar to return to her mistress, and submit herself under her
hand; and the apostle sent back Onesimus to his master.

The biblical references are to Genesis 16 and Paul’s letter to Philemon. George replies:
Don’t quote Bible at me that way, Mr. Wilson . . . don’t! for my wife is a Christian, and I mean to be, if
ever I get to where I can; but to quote Bible to a fellow in my circumstances, is enough to make him
give it up altogether. I appeal to God Almighty;—I’m willing to go with the case to Him, and ask Him if I
do wrong to seek my freedom.

throughout history did end up condoning slavery as a viable social institution,
with full confidence that the Bible did not prohibit the ownership of slaves.
The Letter to Philemon often was studied and quoted in debates over slavery,
and abolitionists always had to contend with the fact that in this letter Paul
does return a slave to his master without prohibiting the continuance of slavery.
Most scholars today think that Paul did not approve of slavery and that his
appeal to Philemon on behalf of Onesimus was merely couched in language
appropriate for addressing a prominent and powerful individual with regard
to a “touchy subject.” Still, if Paul had been less subtle in stating his views
on the matter, the history of Western Christianity (particularly in the United
States) might have been very different.

Conclusion
Whatever limitations may have attended Paul’s approach to slavery as a systemic social institution, he does go out of his way to assist one particular slave.
He values Onesimus (vv. 11–12) and regards him as an equal (vv. 16–17). And
his appeal on behalf of Onesimus is perhaps all the more poignant when we
recall that he is making that appeal as a prisoner: it is because of Christ that
Paul has lost his own freedom, and it is for Christ’s sake that he now seeks the
freedom of another. We cannot know for certain whether Philemon did as Paul
requested, but, as many scholars have pointed out, it seems unlikely that any
copies of this letter would have been preserved if it had not proven effective
and been met with a favorable response.
A possible postscript to the story surfaces some fifty years later via the writings of the church leader Ignatius of Antioch. Ignatius reveals that the bishop
of the church of Ephesus at that time (ca. 110) was a man named “Onesimus”
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