
Theme. The theme of the letter to Philemon is forgiveness. We all need
forgiveness, and at one time or another we all also owe it. The letter to Philemon
gives an extraordinary example of both receiving Christ’s forgiveness, and then
realizing what that receipt might require in forgiving others. We cannot receive
Christ’s forgiveness, in which he releases us from a due debt that he paid at ultimate
expense, without letting go of what we hold over others. Forgiveness is at the
gospel’s core, as this brief but profound letter reminds us.

Author. Philemon credits Paul as its author, making the letter the last of the
Bible’s thirteen Pauline letters. Paul had ministered in Ephesus for two years on his
third missionary journey, seeing great success. One of those Ephesus successes was
in reaching this letter’s recipient Philemon with the gospel. Paul and Philemon had
apparently then worked in ministry at Ephesus together, as reference in this letter
suggests. Read the above section on Paul’s letter to the Romans, for more detail
about Paul’s life.

Audience. Paul wrote this letter to the wealthy slaveowner Philemon from Paul’s
Rome prison, in about A.D. 60. Fortuitously, Philemon’s runaway slave Onesimus,
who had escaped to Rome to hide there, met Paul, accepting Jesus in response to
Paul’s instruction. Paul then wrote this letter to Philemon, addressing Onesimus’s
meeting and status. Paul’s letter would have been extraordinary for the time, in
calling Philemon’s slave Onesimus, then in Paul’s service but a thief-and-slave
runaway from Philemon, Philemon’s brother in Christ. In the letter, Paul makes a
plea that the slaveowner take the runaway slave back free, as a brother, because as
Paul so tactfully puts it in the letter, the slaveowner owed his own life to Paul. All
are dead apart from Christ, while all are free together in Christ. The short and spare
letter’s profound implications for the equality of all in Christ thus go far beyond the
letter’s simple plea that Philemon take Onesimus back as a faith brother. Paul’s
letter to Philemon testifies that Christ removes all legal, economic, social, and other
barriers among believers, uniting all in freedom as members of the one body of
Christ.

Structure. Paul structures his two-part letter to Philemon first by introducing its
three characters, Paul the apostle, Philemon the co-worker slaveowner convert, and
Onesimus the runaway slave. The second part of Paul’s brief letter turns to who in
this situation holds the authority. Paul writes that he could order Philemon to release
Onesimus but instead appeals in love. Paul wanted to do nothing without all
consenting, preferring to preserve their unified spirit around a bond of peace. In this
way, Paul invokes the gospel, which is Christ’s forgiveness at perfect expense, but
that compels believers to likewise forgive.



Application. Philemon teaches that forgiveness is not optional. Once God
reconciles us to him through his sacrificed and resurrected Son Jesus, we must
reconcile with one another, which means to forgive. Examine yourself: whom do
you need to forgive? Ask yourself: whom do you need to ask for forgiveness? The
gospel requires both acts, to forgive one another even as we humbly beg Christ’s
forgiveness.

Memory Verses. 1-5: I always thank my God as I remember you in my
prayers, because I hear about your love for all his holy people and your faith in the
Lord Jesus. 8-9: [A]lthough in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you
ought to do, yet I prefer to appeal to you on the basis of love. 15-16: Perhaps the
reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him
back forever—no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother.


