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L E T T E R  T O  P H I L E M O N  
 

1) Authorship: There is little to no scholarly opposition to the assertion that the apostle Paul is the 

author of this letter (1:1). 
 

2) Destination: The letter was sent to Philemon, Apphia, Archippus, and the church meeting in 

Philemon’s home (1a-3).  It is assumed that Philemon lived in Colossae because Philemon’s slave, 

Onesimus, is identified as being from there (Colossians 4:9). 
 

3) Occasion: Onesimus, a slave, has left the home of his master, Philemon, and has come in contact 

with Paul. This letter is Paul’s communication to Philemon concerning his slave.  The two most likely 

suggestions of why Onesimus left his master are: 

a. Traditionally it is suspected that Onesimus was a fugitive who had either escaped from 

Philemon’s household, or was caught stealing and subsequently ran away, and who then came in 

contact with Paul. 

b. More recently, scholars have wondered if Onesimus had left Philemon’s house after a serious 

dispute in order to seek formal mediation with Paul.  Onesimus could have heard of Paul through 

serving in Philemon’s household. 
 

4) Provenance & Date: 
a. Paul wrote the letter while in prison (1:1), which then ties the provenance of it most likely to one 

of the three locations given consideration as the provenance of the letter to the Philippians: 

Ephesus, Caesarea or Rome.  (See ‘Date & Provenance’ in Letter to the Philippians entry for 

more detail.)  Of the three, Ephesus and Rome are the most likely locations for Paul’s 

imprisonment at this time. 

i. What must also be taken into consideration is the relationship that the letter to Philemon has to 

the letter written to the church in Colossae.  Both letters list Timothy as a co-sender, and both 

endings are written by Paul’s “own hand.”  (v. 19, Colossians 4:18)  Also, eight of the ten 

people referred to in the letter to Philemon are also referred to in the letter to the Colossians. 

1. Given that it is surmised that Philemon lived in Colossae, Ephesus would be the next 

geographically closest location of the possible imprisonments of Paul, and therefore 

subsequent meeting with Onesimus, ca. 56. 

2. However, one shouldn’t be too quick to rule out Rome given its attraction to runaway 

slaves.  Also, if it was written at the same time as Colossians, and the Christology of 

Colossians is more developed than in earlier works of Paul, that might suggest a later date, 

and therefore an imprisonment in Rome ca. 61-63. 
 

5) Purpose: There are commonly three possible goals of Paul writing to Philemon. 
a. Paul wants Philemon to welcome Onesimus back without punishment, and to welcome him as a 

fellow believer.  This view relies on verses15-18. 

b. Paul wants Philemon to welcome Onesimus back and fully release him from being a slave.  This 

view relies on verses 16 and 21. 

c. Paul wants Philemon to release Onesimus, either through freedom, or conscripted service, in 

order for Onesimus to return to Paul to assist him in his work.  This view relies on verses 11-14 

and 21. 

The most commonly accepted view appears to be a conflation of a large part of ‘a’ with a possibility of ‘b’. 
 

6) Special Issues: 
a. This letter can often be forced into playing the role of communicating a Scriptural commentary 

on slavery, even though Paul’s addressing of the issue itself is ambiguous at best. 
 

 



PEN-PALS with PAUL The Rev. Gabriel Morrow 
CALVARY Episcopal Church March 2019 

 

 


