PAUL’S EPISTLE TO PHILEMON

INTRODUCTION – 
The letter from Paul to Philemon contains only 25 verses, but they are indeed 25 beautiful verses. They describe the beautiful account of the friendship and love Paul and Philemon had as a result of being brothers in Christ.  As a result of this relationship Paul makes a tactful and sincere plea to Philemon to receive back Onesimus a run-away slave whom Paul had met while imprisoned in Rome.  Even though in chains during this time in Rome Paul was able to teach the truth to Onesimus and he had obeyed the gospel and been converted to Christ and was faithfully serving the Lord. 
Onesimus had proven to be of great value to Paul at Rome. Nevertheless, Paul was sending him back to Philemon, but not as a common run-away slave but now as their brother in the Lord.

In this epistle, the inspired words of the apostle Paul provide a number of examples of the love a Christian should possess and a belief in the providence of God.  

AUTHOR – 

Paul the apostle of Jesus Christ is the author (vs. 1, 9, 19).  Timothy is named as co-sender.  It is the only epistle that is strictly a private letter in the NT.  The letters to Timothy and Titus were written to an individual but dealt with matters that affected the whole church.  This letter is considered a gem of literary beauty.  Even though it is a private letter it has always been considered as inspired scripture by the church from the very beginning.  This letter though very short in its length dynamically presents the concept of duty.  Paul makes it clear Onesimus was to do his duty despite his changed spiritual condition in Christ.
PRINCIPLE CHARACTERS – 

Apostle Paul – Bond servant of Christ and good friend to Philemon.

Philemon – Faithful Christian who lived in the city of Colossae – COL. 4:7-8

Onesimus – Run-away slave of Philemon - PHM 15, 16 -  who Paul converted to Christ - PHM.10
Apphia – She is referred to as beloved and is probably the wife (or sister) of Philemon.
Archippus – Probably one of Philemon’s sons who was a fellow-soldier.  A minister of the gospel – COL. 4:17
Marcus, Aristarchus, Luke and Demas also mentioned as fellow laborers.  Demas later forsook Paul – 2 TIM. 4:10

Epaphras – The gospel preacher who helped begin the work in Colossae.

BACKGROUND OF THE EPISTLE – 

The church of Christ in Colossae did meet in Philemon’s house (vs. 2). This was a very common practice in the early church since they did not have meeting houses as we do today.  This was a custom often practiced as the church was growing and the gospel was being taken into different areas – COL. 4:15; ROM. 16:3-5.
While in prison, the apostle Paul meets Onesimus who is a run-away slave and belongs to Philemon who lives in Colossae.  Paul takes advantage of this opportunity and teaches him the gospel of Christ and Onesimus obeys and becomes a Christian.  Paul and Onesimus learn to love, respect, appreciate and esteem each other in Christ very highly.  After Paul learns that Onesimus is a run-away slave (probably from Onesimus) he decides to send Onesimus back to his master Philemon.   Paul also sends Tychicus with him probably as his custodian to afford Onesimus protection from those who would capture run-away slaves.  Paul also sends this epistle back with Onesimus to give to Philemon. 
In this letter Paul intercedes on behalf of his brother in Christ and entreats Philemon to accept him back with full restoration and forgiveness.  He implores Philemon to take him back not just as a servant but as his brother in Christ. He should now treat him as a fellow Christian.  Paul wrote about the relationship we all obtain in Christ – GAL. 3:26-29.   Even thought he NT sets forth no revolutionary edict abolishing slavery as an institution, it does set forth principles of conduct that eventually led to the abolition of slavery – GAL. 3:28; COL. 3:22-4:1; TITUS 2:9-10; 1 TIM. 6:1-2; EPH. 6:5-9; 1 COR. 7:20-24.
DATE AND PLACE OF WRITING – 

If we place the letter to Philemon in the same time frame as the other prison epistles then it would have to be written during the period of Paul’s imprisonment in Rome, sometime around 61-63 A.D.  Many scholars place the time of this epistle at 62 A.D.  The purpose of writing this epistle is twofold.  Paul obviously wanted to secure forgiveness for Onesimus but it appears he also wanted to secure for himself a place of lodging when he was released from prison.  It was written from Rome close to the time Colossians was written because Paul mentions he is in chains – PHM. 1, 10, 13, 23, and Timothy joins him in both epistles – PHM. 1; COL. 1:1. Other reasons for the close association with the letter to the church at Colossae are the mentioning of Archippus – PHM. 2; COL. 4:17; and Onesimus who is the subject of the epistle to Philemon but is also one of the messengers who delivered the letter to the Colossians.  In the closing of both of these epistles the names of Epaphras, Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke are mentioned – PHM. 23-24; COL. 4:10-14.
The purpose for writing the epistle is twofold first Paul wanted to secure forgiveness for Onesimus and secondly he wanted to have a place of lodging provided for him when he was released from prison.

TACTFUL APPEALS FROM PAUL TO PHILEMON FOR ONESIMUS – 

1. VERSE 9 – Paul appeals to Philemon on the basis of being “Paul the aged.”  Paul is urging Philemon to take into consideration his wisdom that is the result of his years of experience in making judgments based on knowledge and wisdom.  He is tactfully appealing to Philemon to consider his advice in regard to Onesimus.
2. VERSES 1, 9 – Paul sends this address to Philemon as a “prisoner of Jesus Christ,” probably hoping that Philemon will take note of Paul’s suffering in prison for the Lord and be kind enough to take Onesimus back.  Compared to Paul’s hardship in prison, Paul was asking a very small favor of Philemon, even though Onesimus had wronged him in the past.  Paul reminds Philemon of the bond of love they share as brothers in Christ.
3. VERSES 4, 5, 7-9, 20 – Paul compliments Philemon on being a Christian who refreshes the hearts of his brethren and calls attention to his dedication to the Lord.  Surely a Christian so strong in the faith can take back a runaway slave and restore him to his former status.

4. VERSE 6 – Paul calls Philemon’s attention to the fact that they had been recipients and enjoyed many blessings in Christ and out of gratitude he should accept Onesimus back.  Paul reminds him as well as us of all the many things for which we should be thankful.
5. VERSE 19 – Paul tactfully reminds Philemon that he was indebted to Paul as being the messenger of the gospel of Christ by which he learned the truth and became a Christian. This may have happened when Paul was in Ephesus preaching the word – ACTS 19:10.  Paul wanted Philemon to feel as if he must take Onesimus back and forgive him just as God extended his mercy to him and had forgiven his sins.

6. VERSES 10, 12, 16 – Paul refers very tenderly to Onesimus as his “son or child” in the faith since he has been taught the truth and obeyed the gospel becoming a Christian while being instructed by Paul. This appeal as a father for a son would surely touch the heart of Philemon to take Onesimus back.  Paul is telling Onesimus how much he loves him so Philemon would also be aware of their close bond.
7. VERSES 11, 13, 14 – Paul tells Philemon it is to his advantage to take Philemon back now because being a Christians will cause him to be a willing and loyal hard worker who will serve him diligently in order to please Christ.  Even though he was once useless to you as a slave, now he will even be of much more value to you as your brother in the Lord.
8. VERSES 15, 22 – Paul tells Philemon that to take Onesimus back would be in accordance with the God’s providence in this matter also.  Philemon should thank God for sending Onesimus back unto him as a faithful brother in Christ.  He had run away in time past but for a reason that would ultimately bring about good.
9. VERSE 17 – Paul told Philemon that the “fellowship” that all faithful brethren have in Christ would demand that he take Onesimus back in the fold as one who serves the Lord.  In an attitude of good will toward Onesimus his brother he should receive him back with open arms and a grateful heart. 

10. VERSE 21 – Paul tells Philemon he has great confidence in him as a Christian and a friend that he will do what is spiritually right in this matter regarding Onesimus. He believed that Philemon would obey God and do more than was required of him because he was ”possessed with love.”
11. VERSE 22 – Paul told Philemon that he hoped his prayers would be answered and that shortly he would be released from prison and be able to visit with them. At that time he would be able to see both Philemon and his brother in Christ Onesimus.

CONCLUSION – What tact and loving diplomacy Paul used to intercede on behalf of Onesimus his friend and brother in Christ.  If Philemon counted the friendship of Paul as near and dear he would willing and with open arms accept back Onesimus as their brother in Christ and one who would be a faithful servant in the Lord’s vineyard.

FACTS ABOUT THE MAN - PHILEMON – 

1. He lived in the city of Colossae.

2. Philemon was a Christian. He was taught the truth by Paul. PHM 19

3. Probably Philemon’s wife (sister) was named Apphia. She was also a Christian.

4. It seems probable that Archippus was the son of Philemon, and that he served as the evangelist of the church in Colossae after the departure of Epaphras to visit Paul. PHM. 2; COL. 1:7, 4:17.

5. The church at Colossae met in Philemon’s house.

6. Philemon owned a slave named Onesimus who had run away from him.

7. Since Philemon owned slave (s) and the church met in his house this suggests he might have been a man of some degree of wealth.

8. Paul may have heard from Epaphras concerning Philemon’s love and faith.

FACTS ABOUT ONESIMUS – 

1. Onesimus was a slave of Philemon who had run away from his master.

2. The name “Onesimus” means helpful.  This was a common name given to slaves.

3. A famous statement concerning Onesimus states, “We are all the Lord’s Onesimus.”
SUMMARY OUTLINE OF THE EPISTLE – 
1. Verses 1-3 - Paul’s Greeting – In this very short and personal epistle, Paul addresses it to Philemon, Apphia, Archippus, and to the church in their house.  It soon becomes evident that the contents of the letter are directed toward Philemon.

2. Verses 4-7 – Paul expresses thanks for Philemon - Paul expresses thanks for the noble qualities which have characterized Philemon’s life in the past, especially his love for the saints.  It is because of Philemon’s faithful example in times past that makes Paul confident his plea will be carried out faithfully.
3. Verses 8-21 – Paul Intercedes for Onesimus – Paul pleas for Onesimus, a slave who had run away from his master Philemon.  Onesimus had met Paul in Rome and was converted.  Since he still legally belongs to Philemon Paul is sending him back with a plea that Onesimus be forgiven and received as a brother in the Lord.  Paul also offers to pay any restitution, Onesimus might owe Philemon.

4. Verses 22-25 – Paul’s closing – Paul ends the epistle with a rerquest for lodging in the near future, and with various greetings from individuals who were with him in Rome.
LESSONS TAUGHT IN PHILEMON – 
1. All Christians are the “Onesimus’s of the Lord” – ROM. 6:16-18.  We are slaves who have escaped the “bondage of sin” through their obedience unto the gospel.  So we should all extend compassion to those who are still slaves to sin.
2. As Paul stated he would pay the debt for Onesimus (vs. 17-19) Christ has paid the debt for our sins – 1 PET. 2:21-25. This is a debt no man could pay for himself.

3. We also see an example of a brother in Christ extending a hand of benevolence unto another in need – 1 JN. 3:16-18.  Helping with financial burdens as well as spiritual. 

4. We are taught the great privilege of praying for one another in supplications for our brethren and their needs – EPH. 6:18; LUKE 22:31-32.

5. We are taught that for faith to be of any value it must communicate – GAL. 5:16.

6. Paul shows his “unselfishness” in not keeping Onesimus without Philemon’s consent (vs. 10-14).  A faithful child of God will always walk charitably toward his brethren – ROM. 14:13-18; PHIL. 2:1-5.
7. We all owe God a great degree of gratitude for sending someone our way to teach us the gospel of Christ (19-20).  Let us always be thankful to God for the person who taught us the truth and express to Him our gratitude by teaching others.

8. True love for God and our brethren goes beyond just “duty” (vs. 21). Let us always manifest our obedience unto God by abundant love that knows no limits of expression of righteous deeds – 2 COR. 8:7.

9. Always be thankful for and make allowances for the “providence of God” in your life (vs. 15, 22). We should always pray “if the Lord wills” – JAMES 4:13-15.  Also we need to remember that the trying of our faith works patience – JAMES 1:2-4.  We need to also recognize the chastening we receive from the Lord is for our profit – HEB. 12:5-11.
LESSON ONE - QUESTIONS – INTRODUCTION

1. Who is the author of this epistle?

2. Where was he writing from?

3. About when was this epistle written?

4. What distinguishes this epistle from all others in the NT?
5. Were there any other epistles written by Paul in this same time frame?

6. In the town where Philemon lived where did the church meet? Why?

7. What was the twofold purpose of Paul in writing this epistle?

8. Who was Onesimus?
9. What are some important lessons taught in Philemon?

10. Since the epistle to Philemon is so small does that mean it deals with an insignificant topic?

11. Who was Apphia?

12. Who was Archippus?

13. What does the word Onesimus mean?

PHILEMON 1-25

Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother, 
To Philemon our beloved friend and fellow laborer, 2 to the beloved Apphia, Archippus our fellow soldier, and to the church in your house: 3 Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

4 I thank my God, making mention of you always in my prayers, 5 hearing of your love and faith which you have toward the Lord Jesus and toward all the saints, 6 that the sharing of your faith may become effective by the acknowledgment of every good thing which is in you in Christ Jesus. 7 For we have great joy and consolation in your love, because the hearts of the saints have been refreshed by you, brother. 

8 Therefore, though I might be very bold in Christ to command you what is fitting, 9 yet for love's sake I rather appeal to you--being such a one as Paul, the aged, and now also a prisoner of Jesus Christ-- 10 I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, whom I have begotten while in my chains, 11 who once was unprofitable to you, but now is profitable to you and to me. 12 I am sending him back. You therefore receive him, that is, my own heart, 13 whom I wished to keep with me, that on your behalf he might minister to me in my chains for the gospel. 14 But without your consent I wanted to do nothing, that your good deed might not be by compulsion, as it were, but voluntary. 15 For perhaps he departed for a while for this purpose, that you might receive him forever, 16 no longer as a slave but more than a slave--a beloved brother, especially to me but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord. 

17 If then you count me as a partner, receive him as you would me. 18 But if he has wronged you or owes anything, put that on my account. 19 I, Paul, am writing with my own hand. I will repay--not to mention to you that you owe me even your own self besides. 20 Yes, brother, let me have joy from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in the Lord. 21 Having confidence in your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I say. 22 But, meanwhile, also prepare a guest room for me, for I trust that through your prayers I shall be granted to you. 

23 Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, greets you, 24 as do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, Luke, my fellow laborers. 25 The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit. Amen.
OBJECTIVES FOR STUDYING THIS EPISTLE – 

I. To be impressed with the loving hospitality that characterized the first century Christians – 

A. Philemon used his home for the church to meet – vs. 1-2; ROM. 16:3-5; 1 COR. 16:19.

B. His love for all the saints – vs. 5; COL. 1:4; 2 THESS. 1:3

C. How he refreshed the hearts of the saints – vs. 7; 1 COR. 16:15-18.

D. How Paul could depend upon him for a place to stay – vs. 22; ACTS 16:15, 40

II. To learn tact in dealing with others – 

A. Paul could have “commanded” Philemon, but instead he appeals to him – vs. 8-9
B. Paul introduced the subject of his appeal “gradually” first, using himself – vs. 1, 10.

C. Did not take advantage of the opportunity by keeping Onesimus but rather he sent him back to Philemon – vs. 12-14.

D. Paul also offers to pay Philemon for any wrong doing committed by Onesimus – vs. 18-19 

III. To be grateful for the good that is in others – 

A. Paul praised Philemon for his service to God and care of his saints – vs. 4; 1 COR. 13.

B. Paul believed in Onesimus who had been unprofitable but now was profitable – vs. 11.

IV. To learn to be concerned for the welfare of others – 

A. Paul cared about the welfare of Onesimus, who, if treated like most captured run away slaves would have been beaten or killed – vs. 9; 2 TIM. 1:15-18.
B. Paul sought the best for Philemon by trying to persuade him to do the right thing in regard to Onesimus – vs. 21; GAL. 6:1-2.

V. To learn how to forgive and seek forgiveness – 

A. Philemon had been wronged, and Paul is appealing for the wrong to be forgiven – vs. 10.

B. In this letter are all the elements of forgiveness.

1. The offense – vs. 11, 18
2. The compassion – vs. 10

3. The intercession – vs. 10, 18-19

4. The substitution – vs. 19

5. The restoration to favor – vs. 15

6. The elevation to a new relationship – vs. 16
VI. Providence – Learning to trust God – 

A. Paul seems to suggest to Philemon that maybe Onesimus ran away for this purpose in God’s scheme of things – vs. 15-16

B. Paul himself had benefited from the whole experience with Onesimus – vs. 10, 16; PHIL. 1:12-20
QUESTIONS FROM A TEXTUAL STUDY OF PHILEMON
1. Who was Paul a prisoner of when he wrote this great book? Vs. 1
2. How did Paul describe Philemon when he addressed him? Vs. 1 – ROM. 12:10

3. What other young gospel preacher was with Paul at this time? Vs. 1

4. Who were Apphia and Archippus that Paul also greets in this letter? Vs. 2

5. Where was the church assembling where Philemon was a member? Vs. 2

6. Describe the spiritual salutation of Apostle Paul? Vs. 3

7. How did Paul show gratitude for these good brethren? Vs. 4

8. Should our prayers be so specific that we mention the names of people? Vs. 4

9. Philemon expressed love and faith toward whom first? Vs. 5

10. Can you express love and faith toward Christ without loving his saints also? Vs. 5

11. Just what kind of faith did Philemon have? Vs. 6

12. The true Christian will allow who to rule in him and his life? Vs. 6
13. What was Paul’s reaction to the love and faith Philemon had for the saints? Vs. 7

14. What was so unique about the life of Philemon in Christ toward his brethren? Vs. 7

15. Would you say Philemon was a selfish man? Vs. 7

16. Did Paul as an apostle make demands on Philemon to take back his run away slave Onesimus? Vs. 8

17. What is the meaning of the word “beseech” here in this verse? Vs. 9

18. How does Paul tactfully appeal to Philemon? Vs. 9

19. What is the significance of the statement regarding Paul that he was aged? Vs. 9

20. What does Paul once again remind Philemon about? Vs. 9

21. What is the biblical significance of the word Onesimus? Vs. 10

22. Who was Onesimus and where had he come from when he met Paul? Vs. 10
23. Where was Paul at the time Onesimus met him? Vs. 10

24. What happened to Onesimus after he had spent some time with Paul? Vs. 10

25. What kind of servant or slave had Onesimus been to Philemon in the past? Vs. 11

26. What kind of servant or slave would Onesimus be now that he had become a Christian? Vs. 11

27. Could Paul have used Onesimus in his service unto the Lord in some way?  Vs. 11

28. Where did Paul send Onesimus after he had obeyed the gospel of Christ? Vs. 12

29. Just how near and dear to Paul had Onesimus become? Vs. 12

30. What was Philemon to do regarding Onesimus? Vs. 12

31. Did Paul want to keep Onesimus with him to help him in the work of the Lord? Vs. 13

32. Can other Christians minister on behalf or in the stead of another Christian? Vs. 13

33. Even though Paul was bound in prison was the word of God bound? Vs. 13

34. What is meant by the expression “bonds of the gospel?” Vs. 13

35. Was Paul a considerate person regarding Philemon? Explain Vs. 14

36. What kind of attitude should we have in all our service to the saints? Vs. 14

37. Is Paul seeking to cause Philemon to consider the providence of God in regard to Onesimus? Vs. 15

38. What does this verse mean in view of the providence of God? Vs. 15

39. Why should Philemon receive Onesimus back now as being above a common servant? Vs. 16
40. If we do not love our brethren, what does this indicate? Vs. 16

41. Why should Onesimus mean more to Philemon than to Paul? Vs. 16

42. In what way was Paul a partner with Philemon? Vs. 17

43. Does this verse indicate that Paul knew that Philemon would welcome him? Vs. 17

44. Does this verse perhaps indicate that Onesimus owed Philemon money? Vs. 18

45. When Paul tells Philemon to put that to his account what does this imply? Vs. 18
46. Is it alright for Christians to help their brethren who are in need to pay their debts? Vs. 19

47. What guarantee does Paul give Philemon that he wil pay the debt for Onesimus? Vs. 19

48. Was Paul suggesting that Philemon had borrowed money from Paul in the past that he had forgotten about? Vs. 19

49. How did Philemon owe Paul his “own self” besides? Vs. 19

50. How could Paul have joy from Philemon in the Lord? Vs. 20

51. What could Philemon do to refresh the Apostle Paul in the Lord? Vs. 20

52. Should Christians be able to have confidence in one another? Vs. 21

53. What did Paul think Philemon would do? Vs. 21

54. Was Philemon the type of Christian who only looked to do minimal service for the Lord? Vs. 21

55. How would you describe the attitude of a “have to Christian”?  Vs. 21

56. What did Paul request from Philemon? Vs. 22

57. What was Philemon praying for? Vs. 22

58. What are Christians “trusting in” when they pray to God for each other? Vs. 22

59. In light of this study could we minister to those in prison today? Vs. 22
60. Who was Epaphras? Vs. 23

61. Who else does Paul mention as fellow laborers? Vs. 24

62. How were they working with Paul? Vs. 24

63. How does Paul close this letter to Philemon? Vs. 25

64. How can the grace of God be with the spirit of a Christian? Vs. 25

65. What does the word “Amen” signify or mean? Vs. 25
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