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A Friend’s Request 

Philemon 1:1-25 

 

I have here one cup with honey in it, and the other with vinegar. Which do you believe 

would be better to assist me in catching a fly? 

The writer of Proverbs reminds us that — 

Proverbs 15 
1 
A soft answer turns away wrath, but a harsh word stirs up anger. 

 
Proverbs 25 

11 
A work rightly spoken is like apples of gold in settings of silver. 

 

We are going to see this come into play tonight as we take a look at the small letter of 

the Apostle Paul to his friend Philemon. 

I think we can all agree on the fact that the world and culture which surrounded the First 

Century Roman Empire, although having similarities, is dynamically different than where 

and how we live today. 

Although their governmental set-up was as a Republic, the Caesar held much greater 

power than our President does. Their economy was a structured capitalism, and there 

were many social amenities available. Citizens did have certain rights, but they were still 

very limited when compared to our society today. 

Christianity was in its earliest stages and although having a great impact on the people, 

the culture had yet to adopt the morés and teachings of Christ as a whole. Yet, the 

Gospel continued to spread and lives were being changed. And as such we see the 

necessity of the Christian community to be able to exist and grow in a culture that by 

and large was anti-Christ. Yet, we find the teachings of the Church, and in particular the 

teachings of the Apostle Paul would many times press the envelope or be in direct 

contradiction to the Greco-Roman culture. 

It is the teachings of Christ and of the Apostle Paul which put women on an equal plane 

as men. It was the teachings and actions of the Church which regularly assisted the 
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poor and the outcasts of society. The idea of “loving your neighbor as yourself” went in 

direct contradiction to the idea of using people for your own advancement and benefit.  

The Word of God, the teachings of Christ were having great influence in the lives of the 

people, but by and large it was on one or only a few people at a time. Everywhere 

Christianity spread, a sense of morality and social justice naturally went with it.1 

But, as I shared in an earlier study, Christ didn’t come to change culture, He came to 

redeem mankind from their sin. At times cultures are changed when a vast portion of 

the population are truly born again. But those are the exceptions rather than the norm.  

Tonight we are looking at the book of Philemon. Although it is the shortest work that we 

have of the Apostle Paul (only 25 verses or 335 words in the original Greek), there are 

some powerful truths and vital perceptions that we don’t want to miss. 

The major consensus is that Paul wrote the book of Philemon, as well as the letters to 

the Churches of Colossae, Ephesus, and Philippians all around the same time: AD 60-

62 while he was under house arrest in Rome. More specifically, many believe that the 

books of Philemon and Colossians were both written extremely close to the same time 

and were carried together from the hand of the Apostle to the Church of Colossae and 

the individual known as Philemon under the same cover and by the same carriers: 

Tychicus, of whom Paul refers to as a "faithful minister in the Lord" (Eph 6:21, 22) 

and “a beloved brother, faithful minister, and fellow servant in the Lord” according 

to Colossians 4:7; as well as Onesimus,  former inhabitant of Colossae and a runaway 

slave, having previously being under the ownership of Philemon, the individual to whom 

the letter by his name is addressed. 

But before we get into the letter itself, I feel we all need to have a bit of background and 

clarity in order to fully comprehend the impact of the letter, both to Philemon and to us, 

2,000 years and some 6,200 miles away – we who live in such a different culture and 

political climate. Can Philemon truly speak to us? 

To help us understand the situation, let’s first take a look at the culture.  

                                            
1
 Richard R. Melick, Philippians, Colossians, Philemon, vol. 32, The New American Commentary (Nashville: Broadman & Holman 

Publishers, 1991), 334–335. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nac32?ref=Bible.Phm&off=861&ctx=hinking+and+acting.+~Everywhere+Christian
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History shows us very clearly that slavery was a major part of the Roman world. Not 

only was it allowed, in many cases it was encouraged. By the time of the First Century 

both public and governmental voices were calling for changes in the institution of 

slavery: the lack of basic freedoms, the harsh treatment, the forced division of family 

units, and the basic ethical issue became a concern for the population as a whole. 

We also need to see that slavery in the Roman Empire was not limited to one ethnic 

group or people. The vast amount of the slaves found throughout the Empire were from 

the spoils of war and the vast amount of victories of the Roman armies. As the military 

advanced and conquered lands, thousands of people groups flooded the slave markets, 

with the proceeds going to support the army in additional campaigns. It became a 

vicious circle, as more lands were conquered, more slaves were available to do the 

menial work of the Romans. But within those conquered lands were also people of 

necessary skills and higher education, thus there was a higher prices sought for these 

individuals. The greater the value of the slave to their owner, the greater care and better 

treatment those slaves received. 

However, there soon came a time when the lands to be conquered became less and 

less, therefor fewer slaves were available. Yet the culture, society, and way of life for 

the Romans was very dependent upon the slave industry. So, onto the scene come the 

slave traders who kidnapped people to sell. People who had committed crimes were 

sold off as slaves. If you had debts you could not pay, slavery was now your future life… 

many cases without hope of ever being able to buy your freedom back.    

During the rule of Trajan (ruled from AD 98-117), the emperor called for and presided 

over the greatest military expansion in Roman history. During Trajan’s day the 

estimated population of city of Rome itself was around 1.2 million people with nearly 1/3 

or about 400,000 being slaves. It was during his reign that an extensive public building 

program began, enabled by the vast amount of slaves now working directly for the 

government. Remembered as one of the great Roman emperors, his legions of slaves 

helped build the Roman Forum and the famous Trajan Marketplace of Rome. 

Yes, throughout the Roman Empire there was a great amount of mistreatment of the 

slaves, both men and women. But there were also many who were treated very well. 
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Some actually adopted as a part of the family. There are records found of former slaves 

receiving, not only their freedom at the death of their former owners, but also receiving 

an inheritance. In more than a few cases, there were those who received the complete 

estate. 

However, as public outcry and the concerned call from the philosophers of the age 

continued against the institution of slavery, there came about more humanitarian 

treatment, and many masters began to release their slaves. But for many of the former 

slaves freedom actually spelled a variety of other problems, primarily because of the 

lack of employment and housing, but also due to their place in the lowest of the social 

status.  

But in the Church, things were quite different. As the Apostle Paul wrote: 

Galatians 3 
28 

There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is neither 
male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus. 

Colossians 3 
11 

where there is neither Greek nor Jew, circumcised nor uncircumcised, 
barbarian, Scythian, slave nor free, but Christ is all and in all. 

But this wasn’t a call from the Apostle to abolish slavery, it was a call to treat those who 

were slaves as equals, all created by the same God and for His glory. Within the 

Church it became normal for the wealthy and even former slave owners to be seated 

next to and worshiping with both slaves and former slaves – slave and free, rich and 

poor, for they were all one in Christ Jesus. 

With all the change that would come about in the coming years, Paul made it clear: it’s 

not an individual’s status or state in life that matters, as much as it is their status in the 

kingdom of God. This is why he was able to make the following statement to the 

Church at Corinth –  

1 Corinthians 7 
20 

Let each one remain in the same calling in which he was called. 
21 

Were 

you called while a slave? Do not be concerned about it; but if you can be 

made free, rather use it. 
22 

For he who is called in the Lord while a slave is 

the Lord's freedman. Likewise he who is called while free is Christ's slave. 
23 



5 
 

You were bought at a price; do not become slaves of men. 
24 

Brethren, let 

each one remain with God in that state in which he was called. 

“Do not be concerned about it; but if you can be made free, rather use it – it’s okay 

to seek your freedom, but don’t worry about it as far as finding status in the eyes of 

man.  

One writer, in his discussion of the Hellenistic Age and as an Introduction to the New 

Testament wrote: 

In this social setting, the early church lived with slavery. It was a fact of life. 

Christianity recognized the evils of the institution and spoke against it 

mildly, but the religions in general had little to do with social change. “It 

would have been too much to expect these religions to have advocated the 

abolition of slavery as an institution (although some of the church fathers 

indeed demanded just that).” Christianity arose in a real-life, tension-filled 

setting. The slave insurrections had already failed, causing significant injury, 

sorrow, and loss of life. On the positive side, “the social position of the 

slaves was not seen as a human disqualification.” Working within these 

tensions, however, the seed of abolition were sown. No epistle expressed 

that better and more powerfully than Philemon.2 

So, with that understanding of the culture and society norms, as well as the Apostle’s 

writings of the time, let’s now look at the book of Philemon. 

Philemon 1 
1 
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: 

Nothing too extraordinary about this greeting from Paul, but I feel it is worthy to note one 

quick thing: since the whole of this very short letter centers around Onesimus, the 

runaway slave, who had been under the ownership of Philemon, I find that Paul using 

the introduction of Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus gives the author a bit of an edge in 

reference to this issue of slaves, ownership and how they are treated. You need to see 

that although Paul often refers to himself as a prisoner of Christ, he doesn’t use that 

                                            
2
 ibid, p. 343. 
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identity exclusively. He could have come off as a heavy by using the title, an Apostle of 

Jesus Christ by the will of God, as he did to the Church of Colossae. 

But, “Soft words turn away wrath...” “A word fitly spoken...” 

By using the phrase a prisoner of Christ Jesus he actually places himself in a similar 

situation as Onesimus or on a similar level. It comes with the idea that in Christ, even 

the Apostle was not his own, but he had been bought at a price (1Co 6:19-20). 

With Paul at the writing of this letter is Timothy, his fellow missionary, his protégé, and 

brother in Christ. As Paul is under house arrest in Rome at this time, we are not sure 

how long Timothy was with him. 

Although the letter is purposed primarily to one person (Philemon), Paul addresses the 

letter to three individuals and a house church: to Philemon our beloved friend and 

fellow laborer, 
2 
to the beloved Apphia, Archippus our fellow soldier, and to the 

church in your house.   

We will come back to Philemon in a moment, but let’s first look at the others mentioned. 

The first and easiest, yet least known about is the beloved Apphia. This is the only 

mention of her name that we have. But most scholars feel that she could be either 

Philemon’s wife or sister, with the greatest amount of speculation favoring the possibility 

of her being his wife. 

Next we have Archippus our fellow soldier. The only other reference we have to 

Archippus is found in the book of Colossians –  

Colossians 4 
16 

Now when this epistle is read among you, see that it is read also in the 

church of the Laodiceans, and that you likewise read the epistle from 

Laodicea. 
17 

And say to Archippus, "Take heed to the ministry which you 
have received in the Lord, that you may fulfill it." 

Now, when you tie these verses in with the short statement found in Philemon, there 

can be some educated speculations, which is just a nice way of saying an educated 

guess.  
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1. Since he is listed in Philemon along with Philemon and Apphia; and if Philemon 

and Apphia are married; it could be possible that Archippus is perhaps their son, 

and the house church mentioned meets in Philemon’s house. 

2. There is a possibility that Philemon was wealthy enough that he had a large 

enough house for the local group of Believers to gather, but Archippus (living 

elsewhere and unrelated) might be the pastor of that Fellowship. 

3. Still others believe that the verses in Colossians, and the close connection of the 

note about the Church in Laodicea to the note to Archippus to "Take heed to the 

ministry which you have received in the Lord… that Archippus is actually the 

pastor in Laodicea.    

Personally I go with number two: Archippus, a fellow soldier in the ministry with the 

Apostle Paul and Timothy lives in the area, but he pastors the house church meeting in 

Philemon’s house.  

There… now you can all rest this evening without that bothering you. Actually it’s all 

speculation, best guess, and no matter the connection it really doesn’t change the 

direction, body, or intent of this letter to Philemon. 

Philemon was a beloved friend and fellow laborer to both the Apostle Paul and also 

to Timothy. There is an endearment to this opening address that speaks of the 

closeness of the Apostle to Philemon. Again there is speculation that Philemon even 

came to the Lord Jesus through the ministry of Paul, but we will look at that deeper in 

the letter. 

The greeting Paul send to them is a standard, but I do not believe it is in any way a 

route declaration –  

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. 
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The greeting of grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ is a word of blessing to someone Paul cares greatly about. I believe he fully 

understood that the subject matter of this letter was going to be a sensitive one. He 

wanted his friend to understand he wasn’t coming to him in any judgmental way… he 

was desiring that the grace and peace of God and the Lord Jesus Christ would be 

upon his friend. 

Again, a soft word and a word fitly spoken... 

“...making mention of you always in my prayers.” As a friend of Paul’s you could 

always be assured that you would be in his prayers. As I’ve studied the Apostle Paul 

through the years, I’ve realized these names and churches that Paul speaks about 

praying for, weren’t some list that he kept tucked in the rolls of his scripture scrolls or 

folded neatly and placed in the back pocket of his Levi’s; these were individual names 

and Churches that were truly dear to the Apostle’s heart.  

I don’t think he needed to have a list to remember them, just as you don’t need a list to 

remember the names of your children and closest friends. I believe Paul prayed from his 

heart, not for a list. There’s nothing wrong with a list, but I think that Paul took the 

responsibility of praying for these with great seriousness and regularity. 

“...hearing of your love and faith which you have toward the Lord Jesus and 

toward all the saints.” Along the way Paul had heard of Philemon’s love and faith 

toward the Lord Jesus, but also his great love for the Saints. If the speculation is true 

about Philemon being wealthy, there is no doubt he demonstrated that love and faith in 

a tangible way. There would be no doubt he had reached out and touched the lives of 

the other Believers in the area – but he had done it through love and not by coercion or 

even obligation. I believe Paul saw in this brother the obvious heart of Christ. 

When Paul speaks of sharing of your faith, I believe it has a dual meaning. First and 

foremost would be Philemon’s willingness to give reason for the hope that was within 

him. But it can also mean the willingness to share of the things of this life with others 

who were in real need. Because of Philemon’s heart and faith being lived out in the 
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Church and in the community, the hearts of the saints had been refreshed by his 

actions.     

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— 

After the greeting and after the recognition of Philemon’s faith and love, Paul gets right 

to the point. But first of all, he wants Philemon to understand that he’s not pulling the 

“Apostle Card” out.  

Again the concept of soft words fitly spoken... 

Although Paul had every right and the authority to do so, he’s not coming to his brother 

with the idea of commanding him to act. Rather, he is coming to him with a very 

personal appeal. “I appeal to you”, he doesn’t command. 

But I do find a little humor in the next words he says --   

“…being such a one as Paul, the aged, and now also a prisoner of Jesus 
Christ…” 

As Paul, he has apparently had a longstanding relationship with Philemon – “I’m 

appealing to you as a longtime friend”. Then when he says the aged he uses the word 

presbutes (pres-boo'-tace), which actually means old in years. More like an older 

brother than a ruling Elder in the Church.  

Some speculate Paul to be about 65 +/- at the time of this writing – “I’m appealing to 

you as your ‘elder’ of years”. Lastly Paul mentions his current status, a prisoner of 

Jesus Christ. Paul was completely surrendered to the cause and plan of God for his 

life.  

He knew that he was not his own…  

He knew that the Lord held and directed his life and every step… 

He knew that life was a vapor and that he was responsible to cause every breath 

to bring praise to Jesus Christ his Lord… 
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And with that he appeals to Philemon: free, wealthy, and having the ability to completely 

fulfill Paul’s request without coming into any harm or probably any true sacrifice. 

So Paul states his appeal… 

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…  

Onesimus had been a slave to Philemon. The circumstances of his running away are 

unknown. Where he was headed at the time, we don’t know. But somehow and 

somewhere along the way, he found the Apostle Paul under House Arrest in Rome. 

From what we read here it is easy to surmise that the Apostle had the opportunity to 

speak to young Onesimus about the Lord Jesus Christ even while under house arrest 

 

 

12 
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. 

 

Paul speaks here of the providential hand of the Lord. It is the idea of things 

happening in our lives that we can’t explain – sometimes hard and even difficult things, 

but we find out in some later time frame that God is working a much great thing out than 

what we feel we have lost in the temporary world. 
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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.  

Some believe that Paul is alluding to the fact that Philemon came to Christ under Paul’s 

teaching. That would make more sense than believing that Paul rescued him from some 

physical harm that would have meant his death. 

Once again, he’s not strong arming the Brother, but he is touching on some emotional 

connections. 

 

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. 

Many speak of concern that Paul didn’t press the issue against slavery harder than he 

did. All I can say is that Christ didn’t come to change the culture, He came to 

redeem man.  

But nevertheless, men have been changed by Christ and they have changed the culture 

all through the ages… 

A politician since the age of 21, by the age of 25 he became a member of British 

Parliament from Yorkshire. Five years later in 1785, while still serving in the 

Parliament, William Wilberforce through the encouragement and teachings of his 

longtime friend and minister, John Newton, gave his heart and life to Jesus 

Christ. Newton himself was a former slave trader who had become a Christian 

and later a minister of the Gospel – along with his personal impact on William 

Wilberforce, Newton is best known as the man who wrote the words to the hymn, 

Amazing Grace.  

Wilberforce’s new life in Christ resulted in major changes not only to his own 

personal lifestyle, but also a lifelong concern for reform. 
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In 1787, he came into contact with Thomas Clarkson and a group of anti-slave-

trade activists. They persuaded Wilberforce to take on the cause of abolition, and 

he soon became one of the leading English abolitionists. He headed the 

parliamentary campaign against the British slave trade for twenty years until the 

passage of the Slave Trade Act of 1807. 

In later years, Wilberforce supported the campaign for the complete abolition of 

slavery, and continued his involvement after 1826, when he resigned from 

Parliament because of his failing health. That campaign led to the Slavery 

Abolition Act 1833, which abolished slavery in most of the British Empire. 

Wilberforce died just three days after hearing that the passage of the Act through 

Parliament was assured. 

Truly God does strengthen men who are changed by His Spirit to be able to influence 

their culture for good. 

 

22 
But, meanwhile, also prepare a guest room for me, for I trust that through 

your prayers I shall be granted to you.  

Paul had full confidence that he would be released from this present imprisonment.  

 

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. 

Epaphras a Colossians (Col 4:12) 

Mark was most likely John Mark 

Aristarchus was “a fellow Prisoner” (Col. 4:10) 

Demi’s who leaves during the second imprisonment (2 Tim4:10) 

Luke, the faithful physician 
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