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Philemon 1:1-3

“This letter is from Paul, a prisoner for preaching the Good 
News about Christ Jesus, and from our brother Timothy.  I am 
writing to Philemon, our beloved co-worker, and to our sister 
Apphia, and to our fellow soldier Archippus, and to the church 
that meets in your home.  May God our Father and the Lord 
Jesus Christ give you grace and peace.” 



Philemon 1:1-3
Paul usually begins with a short introduction followed by greetings 
and the invocation of grace and peace. 

◦ v. 1 - Paul sees his situation through the eyes of faith.  He is a 
prisoner for preaching the Good News about Christ Jesus, not of 
Caesar.  He is a captive ambassador.  

◦Though the epistle is primarily a personal letter between Paul and 
Philemon, the dynamics addressed call for personal 
accountability on behalf of both parties.  Paul, therefore, notes 
Timothy’s presence with him and wants the letter read by 
Philemon’s church as well, v. 2.



Philemon 1:1-3
Timothy was one of Paul’s closest co-workers and Philemon was also 
active in ministry for Christ.  
◦

◦v. 2 – Apphia and Archippus were, in all probability, a part of 
Philemon’s household.  They were likely Philemon’s wife and son.  
Notice Paul identified Archippus as a “fellow ‘soldier’”.  

◦This phrase connotes a servant of Christ is involved in a war and 
must be prepared to stand firm in the face of opposition, see 
Ephesians 6:10-17 (The Whole Armor of God).



Philemon 1:1-3
The “church” that meets in your house, indicates that many of the 
early Christians met together in private homes, see also Romans 16:5; 
1 Corinthians 16:19; Colossians 4:15.
◦

◦v. 3 – “You” here is plural, referring to all those mentioned in 
verse 2.   

◦“Grace and Peace” represent traditional Greek and Hebrew 
greetings, respectively; they are now understood as gifts from 
God, see Romans 5:1-2.



Philemon 1:4-7

“I always thank my God when I pray for you, Philemon, because 
I keep hearing about your faith in the Lord Jesus and your love 
for all of God’s people.  And I am praying that you will put into 
action the generosity that comes from our faith as you 
understand and experience all the good things we have in 
Christ. Your love has given me much joy and comfort, my 
brother, for your kindness has often refreshed the hearts of 
God’s people.”



Philemon 1:4-7
vv. 4-7 – In Paul’s letters, he usually thanks God for the faith and love 
of his readers and mentions his prayers for them, see Romans 1:8-12; 
1 Corinthians 1:4-9; and let’s contrast Galatians 1:6-10.  

Ancient Greek letters occasionally included a section of 
thanksgiving following the greeting.

v. 5 – It is by “faith” in Christ that we are saved, and it is by “love” for 
fellow Christians that we live out our salvation. 



Philemon 1:4-7
v. 6 – Paul prays that Philemon’s faith will become productive in 
loving service and effective witness through a fullness in Christ.  

Understanding and experiencing all the good things is both a 
reminder of our riches in Christ and resources in the Holy Spirit, 
and a directive to participatively receive and apply those benefits.  

It would seem that Paul is hinting that Philemon should be 
gracious toward Onesimus in light of God’s goodness to Philemon, 
see v. 10 & 17-19.



Philemon 1:4-7
v. 7 – The position of “brother” in the Greek sentence is emphatic.  
Notice in this verse that what brought joy to Paul was Philemon’s 
kindness, and how it had refreshed the hearts of other believers in 
Christ Jesus.



Philemon 1:8-16

“That is why I am boldly asking a favor of you.  I could demand 
it in the name of Christ because it is the right thing for you to 
do.  But because of our love, I prefer simply to ask you.  
Consider this as a request from me – Paul, an old man and now 
also a prisoner for the sake of Christ Jesus.  I appeal to you to 
show kindness to my child, Onesimus.  I became his father in 
the faith while here in prison.  Onesimus hasn’t been of much 
use to you in the past, but now he is very useful to both of us.



Philemon 1:8-16

I am sending him back to you, and with him comes my own 
heart.  I wanted to keep him here with me while I am in these 
chains for preaching the Good News, and he would have helped 
me on your behalf.  But I didn’t want to do anything without 
your consent.  I wanted you to help because you were willing, 
not because you were forced.  



Philemon 1:8-16

It seems you lost Onesimus for a little while so that you could 
have him back forever.  He is no longer like a slave to you.  He is 
more than a slave, for he is a beloved brother, especially to me.  
Now he will mean much more to you, both as a man and as a 
brother in the Lord.”  



Philemon 1:8-16
vv. 8-9 - The reason why Paul was asking a favor was Philemon’s 
reputation as a gracious, loving person, vv. 5-7.  

Paul could have demand it by his authority as Christ’s apostle, but 
love leads Paul to request rather than demand.  

Paul is confident that he could speak freely and boldly, demanding 
as an apostle and friend the exercise of Philemon’s proper duty. 

A “frankness” between two brothers is available in the name of 
Christ. 



Philemon 1:8-16
Notice the “But” in verse 9, love is the basis of Paul’s appeal, rather 
than an exercise of apostolic authority.  

Paul, about 60 years old, certainly had the right to call himself an 
old man.  

The Greek word is also very close to the term “ambassador,” both 
having the same root and sometimes interchangeable.  

Thus, Paul might be affirming himself as “God’s ambassador”, see 
Ephesians 6:20. 



Philemon 1:8-16
Also, Paul’s reference to his age “old man” could be an appeal to the 
respect due to older people, as well as, to his status as a prisoner for 
the sake of Christ, which would only increase a fellow Christian’s 
respect.  
◦
v. 10 – Paul, the instrument of God used to bring Onesimus to 
conversion during his imprisonment, appeals on behalf of his “child”.   

Onesimus was Paul’s spiritual child because he became a believer 
through Paul’s ministry.  



“Slavery” in the Roman World
Slavery was an accepted way of life in the Roman world.  

Prisoners of war were often made slaves, many were born into 
slavery, and individuals could voluntarily become slaves for a 
period of time to work off a debt.  

A large percentage of the population, including many Christians, 
were either slaves or freed slave, see Acts 6:9.

◦
◦Why, then, did Paul not denounce slavery?  
◦

◦There appears to be two reasons.



“Slavery” in the Roman World
slavery in the Roman world was very different from the kind 
of slavery familiar to the Western world.  Slavery was not 
race-based, and it was seldom lifelong; most slaves could 
expect to be freed by the age of thirty.  In fact, a number of

people sold themselves into slavery for upward social mobility into 
otherwise unattainable social circles.  Some slaves were well 
educated and held responsible positions in their households and in 
society; many had amicable relations with their masters.  In the 
Roman world, Christians like Philemon would have felt no 
compunction about owning slaves. 



“Slavery” in the Roman World
Paul did not decry the institution of slavery because his 
calling was not to change the structures of society, but to 
build the church – to see people converted and their lives 
spiritually transformed.  For Paul, whether a believer is a

slave or not is somewhat irrelevant, as are external circumstances 
generally; the important thing is serving Christ, whatever one’s 
situation in life.  In other words, Paul is more concerned with 
Christian life and witness than with physical emancipation.  So even 
slaves can do their work as an act of worship, see Ephesians 6:5-8; 
Colossians 3:22-24. 



“Slavery” in the Roman World
When Paul addresses Christian slaves, he encourages them to accept 
their lot as a calling in which they can serve Christ; 

he is their real master, and in him they are really free, see 
1 Corinthians 7:20-24.

◦

Paradoxically, every Christian (whether slave or free), having been 
freed from the most tragic form of slavery – slavery to sin – can now 
experience true freedom by living as a slave of God and of 
righteousness, Romans 6:6-22.  

For Paul, this is the only kind of slavery and freedom that is 
ultimately significant.



“Slavery” in the Roman World
v. 11 – This verse is a play on words, since “Onesimus” means 
“Useful” or “Profitable.”  

In contrast to his past, Onesimus is now useful to both Paul and 
Philemon.  

He finally lives up to his name.  
◦

v. 12 – Paul sent Onesimus back to Philemon with Paul’s own heart. 



“Slavery” in the Roman World
v. 13 – Paul subtly requests that Onesimus serve him by doing what 
Philemon also would do if he were given the opportunity.  

A parallel example is that of Epaphroditus in Philippians 2:25-30.    

This is a hint from Paul that shows his desire for Philemon to free 
Onesimus to serve as Paul’s helper.  

v. 14 – As an effective leader and good friend, Paul chooses not to 
force Philemon to help in violation of Philemon’s own free will, but 
desires that service be rendered with his genuine approval. 



“Slavery” in the Roman World
v. 15 – Paul suggests that God’s deeper providence was at work even 
in Onesimus’s initial act of running away.  

With Onesimus now belonging to Christ, there is a new and 
eternal relationship between slave and master.  

◦



“Slavery” in the Roman World
◦v. 16 – The basis of Paul’s appeal is the fact that Onesimus is now a 

beloved brother.  

◦The new relationship is beyond the temporary master-to-slave in 
the earthly realm to the eternal brother-to-brother in the 
spiritual realm.  

◦While Paul does not overtly attack the institution of slavery, the 
principles he espouses lay the foundation for future reformation 
in abolishing it.



Philemon 1:17-19

“So if you consider me your partner, welcome him as you would 
welcome me.  If he has wronged you in any way or owes you 
anything, charge it to me. I, Paul, write this with my own hand: I 
will repay it, and I won’t mention that you own me your very 
soul.”



Philemon 1:17-19
◦v. 17-18 - Paul references the personal and spiritual nature of the 

relationship.  

Love makes huge differences in the relationships.  

“Partner” denotes the already existing relationship between Paul 
and Philemon and Paul calls on that relationship to clear any 
wrongdoing. 

The inference here is that Onesimus may have stolen money 
before running away.  

Repentance often requires restitution, which Onesimus was likely 
unable to make or guarantee.  Paul offers to pay it. 



Philemon 1:17-19
◦v. 19 – Paul intensifies his commitment to repay by personally 

writing his IOU on behalf of Onesimus.  

◦Yet, beyond this, Paul was counting on the appreciation and 
character of Philemon.  

◦He guarantees his promise with his signature.  

◦Paul typically dictated his letters to a secretary and on occasion, 
as here, he wrote something in his own hand.  



Philemon 1:17-19
◦Paul’s use of the words, “your very soul” refers to Philemon’s 

salvation. 

◦Philemon owed Paul much more than anything Onesimus might 
have owed him.  

◦Whether this means Philemon was converted directly or 
indirectly through Paul’s preaching is not clear, see Colossians 1:7.



Philemon 1:20-22

“Yes, my brother, please do me this favor for the Lord’s sake.  
Give me this encouragement in Christ.  I am confident as I write 
this letter that you will do what I ask and even more! One more 
thing – please prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping 
that God will answer your prayers and let me return to you 
soon.” 



Philemon 1:20-22
◦v. 20 – Notice the “brother” – again the spiritual relationship is 

highlighted showing the closeness and love between believers.  

◦Paul asks for a favor: another way of saying this is “let me have 
this benefit”, again this could be a play on the name Onesimus, 
which can mean “beneficial.”  

◦Paul may be closing with a plea that Onesimus be allowed to join 
him. 



Philemon 1:20-22
◦v. 21 – Paul is confident that Philemon will do this and even more!  
◦

◦v. 22 – Paul’s request for a guest room in anticipation of his visit 
reinforces his request that Philemon treat Onesimus kindly.  

◦At his coming, he would see how Onesimus had been treated. 



Philemon 1:23-25

“Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you his 
greetings.  So do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke, my co-
workers.  May the Grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your 
spirit.”



Philemon 1:23-25
vv. 23-25 – Paul usually closes his letters with greetings from others, 
and a benediction, compare with Colossians 4:17-18.  

Paul’s letters to the Colossians and to Philemon were probably 
carried to Colossae at the same time by Tychicus and Onesimus. 

v. 23 – Epaphras was a native of Colossae who first brought the Good 
News to Philemon and his family, see Colossians 1:7; 4:12.  

This means that he was active in ministry in and around Colossae, 
and he would personally be known by Philemon.



Philemon 1:23-25
v. 24 – the other co-workers enjoyed an undefined relationship with 
Philemon as well.  

These men are also mentioned at the end of Colossians, 
Colossians 4:10, 14.  

Co-Workers:  means they helped Paul spread the Good News.  
• Mark:  this is the “John Mark” who traveled on part of the 1st

Missionary Journey with Barnabas and Paul.  
He is also the author of the Gospel of Mark.

• Aristarchus:  was a faithful associate of Paul for many years.  
He is named in Acts 19:29; 20:4; 27:2. 



Philemon 1:23-25
• Demas: was a co-worker who later abandoned Paul. See 2 

Tim. 4:10.
• Luke:  was a medical doctor who became of convert and 

trusted assistant of Paul in his missionary work, wrote both 
the Gospel of Luke and The Acts of the Apostles. 

Many scholars believe Luke was a Gentile who converted 
to Christianity.  
But in more recent times, scholars believe that Luke was a 
Hellenistic Jew, not a Gentile.  



Philemon 1:23-25
Luke was first converted under the preaching of Paul in 
western Asia Minor.  

Leaving his home, he devoted his life to the service of 
Christ and the Good News as a dedicated assistant of 
Paul.  

Paul, speaks of him warmly as “the beloved doctor” and 
one of his faithful “coworkers.”  

Luke is the only Christian who faithfully remained with 
Paul when Paul was awaiting execution in Rome, 
2 Timothy 4:11.



Philemon 1:23-25

v. 25 – this is Paul’s benediction!



New Content - Paul and the Issue of Slavery
The Charge:  Paul should have wages a stronger 
protest against the slave traffic.  He is blamed for 
appearing to accept the slavery of Onesimus 
without protest, rather than telling Philemon, the 
slave owner , that slavery is inconsistent with 
Christian principles. But if we sincerely put 
ourselves in Paul’s situation, we will more readily 
understand the reason why he did not assume the 
role of a revolutionary crusader. 



◦Background:
◦The noted historian, Gibbon, estimated that in A.D. 57 
one half of the population of Roman Empire were 
slaves.  Therefore, the question of the status of slaves 
was an extremely important social issue in the church of 
that day.  
◦In those days, slaves were not considered to be persons, 
but merely possessions, not based on race.  The 
literature of the period, reflects the inhuman cruelty with 
which the slaves were treated.  Yet, there were many on 
the other hand, who received very humane treatment.  



◦Some could imagine a firebrand like Paul jumping into 
the area with a strong anti-slavery movement, inflaming 
the slaves against their masters.  But the way in which he 
handle this issue has caused some to conclude that he 
approved of slavery and was insensitive to social 
injustice.  This was far from being the case.
◦New Principles:
◦Guided by the Holy Spirit, Paul adopted a method 
which, amid the prevailing conditions of that day, was 
superbly calculated to achieve the constructive change 
of the position of the slave.  



◦Slaves to Masters:
◦Paul’s very wise counsel to Timothy in 1 Tim. 6:1, 
reflects that he knew a successful social revolution 
would require much organization, that could not be 
achieved overnight.  Any attempt would bring 
untold ill-repute and persecution to the young 
Christian movement.  Paul advised Timothy, “All who 
are under the yoke of slavery should consider their 
masters worthy of full respect, so that God’s name 
and our teaching may not be slandered.”  



◦The Christian slave was not to be insubordinate, but 
rather he was to be content with his situation.  
◦Read 1 Cor. 7:21-22.  
◦Paul called on the Christian slave to rejoice in the 
spiritual blessing and freedom which faith in Christ 
had brought to him.  
◦It is interesting to observe that Paul gave a note of 
warning against the impertinent or undue familiarity 
of slaves toward their Christian master – something 
the could easily taken place.  



◦“Those who have believing masters are not to show 
less respect for them because they are brothers. 
Instead, they are to serve them even better, because 
those who benefit from their service are believers, 
and dear to them”, 1 Tim. 6:2.
◦Paul told Titus, “Teach slaves to be subject to their 
masters in everything, to try to please them, not to 
talk back to them, and not to steal from them, but to 
show that they can be fully trusted, so that in every 
way they will make the teaching about God our 
Savior attractive, Titus 2:9-10.



◦Masters to Slaves:
◦Paul stressed that “Masters, treat your slaves in the 
same way.  Do not threaten them, since you know 
that he who is both their Master and yours is in 
heaven, and there is not favoritism with him”, Eph. 
6:9.  
◦Those who question Paul’s concern for slaves should 
remember that it was in the church that the 
liberation of the slave began.  In the church, Paul 
taught and enforced principles that, if acted upon, 
would strike off their shackles.  



◦Paul taught the emancipating message of equality in 
Christ.  “There is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor 
free, male nor female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus”, Gal. 3:28.  
◦Brotherly love must characterize all Christian 
relationships.  “Be devoted to one another in 
brotherly love.  Honor one another above 
yourselves”, Rom. 12:10.  Both masters and slaves 
must respect their mutual rights and perform their 
mutual duties, Eph. 6:5-9.



◦As the church grew in numbers and these 
principles were increasingly practiced, the seeds 
of social reform began to germinate, and 
gradually enlightenment came.  Under Christian 
emperors, slavery began to dwindle. The reform 
process was slow, but wherever Christianity has 
entered, slavery has exited.  Christianity and 
slavery can never live together in peaceful 
coexistence.  



LESSONS LEARNED 
FOR 

PHILEMON
Truth



Lessons Learned
Philemon Teaches:  

“Growing in Godliness”:  

Sharing Jesus with others gives us a deeper insight into our 
inheritance in Christ. 

The godly person is immediately available for restored 
relationships.  

Sharing your home, food, and possessions with strangers is a 
greater blessing to the ones who show hospitality than it is to 
the ones who receive it. 



Lessons Learned

Action Steps:  Philemon invites Us:
1. To understand that by sharing your faith in Jesus, you gain a 

fuller understanding of your inheritance in Christ. 
2. To practice instant forgiveness of those who have offended you.  
3. To make room for the restoration of broken relationships.
4. To practice hospitality.  

Provide Lodging for traveling servants of God. 



THE BOOK OF 
PHILEMON

Pastor Norman Rush, Jr

End of
Lesson 74

Holy Bible, New Living Translation, copyright © 
1996, 2004, 2015 by Tyndale House 
Foundation. Used by permission of Tyndale 
House Publishers, Inc., Carol Stream, Illinois 
60188. All rights reserved.

Images are licensed under CC BY-NC.


