
 

 
 

The Demands and Joy of a Transformed Life 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Key Verse: Since I am confident of your obedience, I am writing to you, knowing that you will do 

even more than I say. (Philemon 1:21) 
_______________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 

Key idea:  Followers of Jesus treat and view other followers as family and partners in the Gospel of Jesus 
their Master. 
 

Philemon is the powerful story of two followers of Jesus being called to stop viewing one another from 
worldly standards (slave & master) and consider and treat one another from God’s perspective (brothers). 
Paul, under house arrest in Rome, wrote this letter to Philemon, Onesimus’ master. There are a number of 
presuppositions about this letter that are not as clear as readers assume. First, nowhere in the letter is 
Onesimus called a runaway slave. It is more likely that he was sent by the church in Colossae and 
Philemon to help Paul, rather than escaping from Asia Minor to Rome and stumbling upon Paul under 
house arrest. It appears that he has overstayed his allotted time and now needs someone to intercede on 
his behalf to restore his relationship with his Master. The second presupposition is that we do not know that 
Onesimus was a thief. This idea is only based on assuming Paul’s request, “If he has wronged you in any 
way, or owes you anything, charge that to my account,” as a statement of fact. Paul believes Philemon will 
receive Onesimus not as a slave but as a brother because of their shared faith in Jesus and standing with 
God through their Lord Jesus Christ. 

What is the background to this brief letter? The Apostle challenges Philemon to accept Onesimus back, as 
a slave but also as a brother in Christ. Paul obviously cares deeply for Philemon and Onesimus because 
both of them have been a blessing to him and he desires for them to be restored to each other in light of 
their shared faith in Jesus. Onesimus was helpful to Paul during his imprisonment in Rome and he wanted 
him to remain with him but felt compelled to send him back first. Paul explains, “I am sending him back to 
you—I am sending my very own heart. I wanted to keep him with me, so that in my imprisonment for the 
gospel he might serve me in your place. But I didn’t want to do anything without your consent, so that your 
good deed might not be out of obligation, but of your own free will” (Philemon 1:12-14).  

Philemon was a member of the Church in Colossae, and the Colossian church met in his home. Paul most 
likely wrote Colossians at the same time he wrote Philemon so we notice a close connection between these 



letters. Paul mentions Onesimus would be coming home. It is likely Paul gave both letters to Tychicus and 
Onesimus to carry them back to Philemon and the Church (Col 4:9). 
 
The clearest explanation of the reason for this letter is deeply personal. Paul believes that Philemon would 
benefit from a restored relationship with Onesimus, not because he needs his services, but because of the 
true relationship that now exists. They are brothers in faith and obedience to Jesus. Paul pleads, “For 
perhaps this is why he was separated from you for a brief time, so that you might get him back 
permanently, no longer as a slave, but more than a slave—as a dearly loved brother. He is especially so to 
me, but how much more to you, both in the flesh and in the Lord” (Philemon 1:15-19). 
 
Forgiveness and reconciliation are the backbone of the Gospel and the Christian faith. Therefore, Paul 
challenges Philemon to forgive and be reconciled to Onesimus. He asks him to receive Onesimus, his 
slave, in the same way he would welcome him an Apostle. It appears that while in Rome, Onesimus came 
to faith and is now a brother and a partner in the Gospel. If Philemon values and appreciates Paul, then he 
should value and appreciate Onesimus. Paul even reminds Philemon of his debt to him and reminds 
Philemon he owes his life to Paul, underlining the fact that Paul led Philemon to faith in Jesus. If Philemon 
stops and considers his own salvation, Paul believes he will consider Onesimus’ transgressions and reflect 
on the reality of the forgiveness he received from Jesus and extend it freely to his slave, Onesimus. 

When someone chooses to be a follower of Jesus, everything changes. Jesus came to restore humanity’s 
broken relationship with God and with one another. Experiencing peace with God transforms how we view 
our relationships with one another. It changes how we view one another. Paul’s makes this powerful 
observation of the Gospel’s transforming power: “For those of you who were baptized into Christ have been 
clothed with Christ. There is no Jew or Greek, slave or free, male and female; since you are all one in Christ 
Jesus” (Gal 3.27-28). Those were the foundational categories that defined who people were and how they 
treated one another.  

 

 

Questions 
 

How familiar are you with the book of Philemon? Why do you believe this letter is not very familiar to many 
people? 
 

Do you view those who share your faith as family? What relationships (employer/employee, etc.) do you see 
merely from a worldly perspective? What should change? 
 

What would change (think big and small changes) if our perspective, attitudes and actions towards one 
another followed the challenge in this letter? 
 


