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Philemon 

 In reading the book of Philemon, we must first realize that this was a letter of 
appeal written by Paul to his friend, Philemon, for the benefit on Philemon’s slave 
Onesimus.  Philemon was a powerful person living in Colossae.  He owned many 
slaves, but he had also found and accepted Jesus as his savior through his friendship 
with Paul.  Philemon then became a home for the gathering of early Christians, a house 
church. 

 The letter is written because Onesimus has fled Colossae and sought sanctuary 
with Paul.  During the time he is with Paul, he too receives Jesus Christ as his savior 
and provides valuable services to Paul who is in prison in Rome.  Not wishing to 
compromise his relationship with Philemon, but also understanding the great gift of 
freedom and brotherly love that are marks of Christianity, Paul writes to Philemon to 
define the best path to reconcile his relationship with Onesimus.  The underlying 
element in this whole communication is the concept of authority.  Philemon has Roman 
law authority over Onesimus; Paul has church authority over Philemon; and Jesus has 
authority over all of them. 

 Here are a few commentaries on the subject of authority within this letter. 

1) One with authority:  Philemon 

Considering the huge number of slaves in the Roman Empire, they thought the harsh 
punishment against escaped or rebellious slaves was necessary. In an Empire with as 
many as 60 million slaves, there were constant fears of a slave revolt. Therefore, laws 
against runaways were strict. When captured, a runaway slave might be crucified, or 
branded with a red-hot iron on the forehead with the letter “F” for fugitive. 

 

2)  One with authority:  Paul  

Therefore, though I might be very bold in Christ to command you what is fitting, 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—I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, whom I have begotten while in my 

chains, who once was unprofitable to you, but now is profitable to you and to me. 

 
Therefore, though I might be very bold in Christ to command you what is 
fitting, yet for love’s sake I rather appeal: It is clear that Paul will ask a favor of 
Philemon. Before he asked, he appealed for love’s sake instead of making 
a command. Of course, under the surface Paul made it clear that he had 
the right to command you what is fitting – yet he appealed in love. 
 



A loving appeal is often better than an authoritative command. Paul wasn’t hesitant to 
command when the situation demanded it (1 Corinthians 5:4-5), but in wisdom he knew 
when to use the loving appeal. 
 

3) One with authority:  Paul 

 
If then you count me as a partner, receive him as you would me. But if he has wronged you or 

owes anything, put that on my account. 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 (Philemon 17-19). 

 

Not to mention to you that you owe me even your own self besides: 
While “accounts” were being studied, Paul mentioned one more thing. “Philemon, 
remember that I have a lot of credit on your account, because you owe me even 
your own self besides.” Paul could afford to pay Onesimus’ expenses because 
there was a sense in which Philemon owed Paul his salvation! 

4) One with authority:  God/Jesus 

For perhaps he departed for a while for this purpose, that you might receive him forever, 

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 (Philemon 15-16). 

 

For perhaps he departed for a while for this purpose: In some ways the 
escape of Onesimus was nothing but trouble. It deprived Philemon of a worker and 
an asset. It made Onesimus a criminal, possibly subject to the death penalty. Yet in it 
all, Paul could see a purpose of God and he wanted Philemon to see 
the purpose also.  The phrase, “for perhaps” is important. It showed that Paul did 
not come to Philemon in this manner: “Philemon, God has shown me His hidden 
hand at work, and you must accept what I see also.” Instead, for perhaps means 
Paul’s heart is like this: “Philemon, it seems to me that God is working in unusual 
ways here. Let me tell you what I see, and perhaps it will make sense to you.” 
These commentaries are from Enduring Word Bible Commentary by David Guzik. 
 
Paul is appealing for mercy and willing to “pay” the debt, just as Jesus shows us 
mercy and has paid our debts, both of which He had the authority to do.  While 
Philemon is a short letter, it provides insights into the ways the power of Jesus was 
ready to transform ancient society and is ready to transform our society today. 
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