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Preface


Before you begin your Bible study, if you are
a believer in the Lord Jesus Christ, be sure you have named your
sins privately to God the Father.


“If we confess our [known] sins, He
is faithful and righteous to forgive us our [known] sins and
to cleanse us from all unrighteousness.” (1 John 1:9)


You will then be in fellowship with God,
filled with the Holy Spirit, and ready to learn Bible doctrine from
the word of God.


“God is spirit, and those who worship him
must worship in [the filling of] the [Holy] Spirit
and [Biblical] truth.” (John 4:24)


If you have never personally believed in the
Lord Jesus Christ as your Savior, the issue is not naming your
sins. The issue is faith alone in Christ alone.


“He who believes in the Son has eternal
life; but he who does not obey [the command to believe in]
the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him.”
(John 3:36)



PAUL’S EPISTLE TO PHILEMON


Introduction


The epistle to Philemon is one of the four
prison epistles, written during Paul’s imprisonment in Rome
which lasted two years from the spring of 60 to the spring of 62 A.
D. During that time he wrote Ephesians, Colossians, Philemon and
Philippians, in that order.

Philemon was a slave owner, not uncommon for
a businessman since there were millions of slaves in the Roman
Empire at that time. Many slave owners and slaves became Christians
and advanced spiritually under the teaching of the apostles and
other teachers of the Word.

One of Philemon’s slaves was Onesimus; lazy
and poorly motivated for Paul mentions that “he was formerly
useless” (verse 11). He was not only useless, but also entered into
crime when he stole a lot of money from his master. Then with that
money, Onesimus made the long journey from Asia Minor to Rome where
he probably squandered it on high living and licentious behavior.
Totally broke and desperate, he remembered what Philemon had said
about his good friend Paul and so decided to contact him in prison.
The Scripture does not give us all the details, but with a little
common sense and a practical understanding of human nature we can
still make an accurate deduction of what actually took place. Under
normal circumstances, the last person Onesimus would want to meet
would be a close friend of his master - but being broke and hungry,
and remembering the many kind things that Philemon had said about
the great apostle Paul, Onesimus decided to seek him out.

God knew about Onesimus’ situation billions
and billions of years ago in eternity past, and knew that Onesimus
desired the truth. If an unbeliever wants to know the truth, God
will always provide him with Gospel information. Therefore, God had
decided in eternity past to use Paul as His agent to communicate
the Gospel to Onesimus, who responded by believing in Jesus Christ
(verses 10, 16). After his salvation, Paul taught him the spiritual
life, perhaps for a year or two. It is quite probable that Paul
supplied Onesimus with some funds, with Onesimus providing
administrative services for Paul in return (verse 13). Eventually,
as Onesimus grew spiritually, he realized the need to return to
Philemon since he legally belonged to Philemon under the Roman law,
and as a runaway slave could be punished severely under that
law.

Even though slavery is a social evil, Paul
neither condemned nor condoned slavery. Paul knew better than
anyone else that slavery was totally wrong because it violates the
function of man’s free will. However, Paul also realized that to
live one’s own spiritual life is much more important than trying to
solve the social problems in one’s country or the world. Paul never
became involved in any political demonstration or activity in order
to solve social evils. For example, he never demanded that the
government pass laws to emancipate the slaves. To protest against
slavery would have been tantamount to teaching social reform.
Social reform is not necessary for evangelism and spiritual growth,
as proven by the fact many hundreds of thousands of slaves had
believed in the Lord Jesus Christ and were growing spiritually.
Paul realized that to become involved in social action is to become
involved in the things of this world. With this in mind, Paul
explained divine policy regarding slavery in the epistle to the
Corinthians:


“Each one should remain in the situation in which
he was when God called him [through the understanding of the
Gospel]. Were you a slave when you were called? Don’t worry about
it. Although if you can gain your freedom, do so. For he who was a
slave when he was called by the Lord is the Lord’s freedman;
similarly, he who was a free man when he was called is Christ’s
slave.” (1 Cor. 7:20-22)


Apparently some of the believers in the
Ephesian Church were telling their Christian friends who were
slaves to reject the authority of their masters. At that time
Timothy was the pastor of the church in Ephesus, but didn’t know
how to instruct the many slaves that were attending. Therefore,
Paul had to explain a few things to him:


“Let all who are under the yoke of slavery
regard their own masters as worthy of all honor in order that the
name of God and doctrine not be maligned. Let those slaves who have
believers as their masters not be disrespectful to them [a lot
of people take advantage of having a Christian boss] because
they are brethren, but let them serve them [Christian masters]
all the more because those who benefit by their service are
believers and beloved. Teach and encourage these principles.”
(1Tim. 6:1-2)


In the Roman Empire of the early Christian
era, slaves were permitted religious freedom and the right to
attend Bible classes taught by the apostles, prophets, pastors and
others. In this way hundreds of thousands of slaves grew
spiritually, many of these becoming mature believers. As the Word
of God permeated the Roman Empire, it affected not only the
thinking of the believers, but also the unbelievers. This thinking
formed truth in the souls of the Romans so that many slave owners,
both Christian and non-Christian, made the decision to free their
slaves voluntarily.

Paul not only mentioned Onesimus in his
letter to Philemon, but also in his epistle to the Colossian
Church, since the Colossian Church gathered in Philemon’s house.
Onesimus traveled back to Colossi with Tychicus, a minister who was
also with Paul in Rome. When they arrived, both Tychicus and
Onesimus gave a report about Paul and his situation in Rome. After
which, Tychicus taught the epistles Paul had written in prison:


“Tychicus will tell you all the news about
me. He is a faithful minister and a fellow servant in the Lord. I
am sending him to you for the express purpose that you may know
about our circumstances and that he may encourage your hearts
[hold a Bible conference]. He is coming with Onesimus, our
faithful and beloved fellow believer who is one of you. They will
tell you everything that is happening here.” (Col. 4:7-9)


 Philemon
V. 1. “Paul, a prisoner of Christ
Jesus, and Timothy, our brother, to Philemon, our beloved and
fellow worker,”


In the ancient world a person didn’t sign at
the end of the letter like we do now, but put his name at the
beginning of the letter as Paul did. After signing, Paul does not
call himself the prisoner of Nero, despite being imprisoned under
the authority of the Roman emperor because Paul understood that
Jesus Christ controls history, and so controlled his destiny as
well. Paul realized that everything which happened to him had a
divine purpose, and that “God causes all things to work together
for good, for those who love Him” (Romans 8:28). Realizing these
important principles he didn’t complain about the unfair treatment
of his imprisonment, first in Caesarea (58-60 AD), and then in
Rome.

Besides Philemon, Timothy is also mentioned
in the salutations of 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 2 Corinthians,
Colossians and Philippians.

Paul refers to Philemon as a “beloved and
fellow worker,” a title which recognizes Philemon’s proper
execution of the spiritual life. Paul did not call every believer a
fellow worker. A worker produces; only Christians with much
spiritual growth have sufficient understanding and correct
motivation to produce effectively (1 Corinthians 13). Since
Philemon was a mature believer and beloved, Paul addresses him in
this way.


Philemon V. 2. “Also to Apphia
[Philemon’s wife] our sister, and to Archippus [Philemon's
son] our fellow-soldier, and to the church in your home [the
Colossian church].”


Courteously, Paul mentioned Philemon’s wife,
Apphia and his son, Archippus. His son was the pastor of the
Laodicean Church and is addressed as a fellow soldier. A pastor
must function like a soldier. Just as a soldier dedicates his life
for the purpose of preserving the freedom of his nation, so a
pastor must dedicate his life to study and teach that he may
provide spiritual food for his congregation. This truth, when
metabolized and applied, provides freedom in the soul of the
believer (John 8:32). Therefore, both the soldier and the pastor
must live a life of sacrifice. One fights for freedom; the other
studies and teaches for freedom (Paul reminds Archippus of this
principle when he reprimands him in Colossians 4:17 for not
teaching doctrine adequately).

Paul also addressed his epistle to the
Colossian Church because the content of this epistle was beneficial
to them as well and indeed to all believers of every generation.
However, this letter is first intended for Philemon’s consideration
since he was the one facing the grace test. After he had read it
and had made his decision regarding the pardoning of Onesimus, then
it would be read and explained to all the members of the Church for
their edification.


Philemon V. 3. “Grace to you and
tranquility [ειρηνη/ eirene] from God our Father and the Lord
Jesus Christ.”


God’s plan for mankind is based on God’s
policy of grace. Grace is all that God is free to do for mankind
without compromising His divine essence. Grace is free, freely
given and undeserved. Grace means that all things, including
salvation, are received from God as a free gift, and totally apart
from any type or system of human works. Grace is unmerited blessing
and divine provision for mankind before, during, and after
salvation.

Grace is a part of God’s love which is
inseparably related to his righteousness, justice, and omniscience.
This is why even though God knew all the horrible things you would
do before and after salvation, he still permitted you to be born.
God’s grace makes the love of God generous, merciful and
forgiving.

The Greek noun eirene denotes a state
of peace and tranquility. Between nations, it refers to the absence
of hostilities; in Scripture it refers either to the believer’s
reconciliation with God or to prosperity and tranquility of the
soul. In this verse, eirene refers to the prosperity and
tranquility of the soul which comes through spiritual growth which
takes the believer to the point of loving God and possessing
maximum happiness in his soul.

God the Holy Spirit, the one who inspired the
writers of Scripture, excluded himself in this salutation as well
as in other Paul wasn’t thankful for all Christians. He certainly
wasn’t thankful for Hymenaeus and Alexander (1 Tim.1:20). He was
however thankful for Philemon and respected and loved him very
much. If a great Christian respects another Christian, he will pray
for that Christian. So, it was with Paul. Paul prayed for Philemon
on a consistent basis, and when he prayed for him, he always
thanked God regarding him.

Paul respected and loved Philemon because as
a mature believer with divine viewpoint he (Paul) had respect and
love for Philemon’s virtue. The greatest Christian virtue is to
love God the Father, the Lord Jesus Christ, and the Holy Spirit.
Both Paul and Philemon had accomplished this in their spiritual
lives. Therefore, Paul respected Philemon for his virtue and vice
versa.


Philemon V. 5. “Because I keep on hearing
of your [personal] love and doctrine which [the singular
relative has a collective force] you have toward [προς /
pros] the Lord Jesus Christ and [your unconditional love and
doctrine which you have] toward [εις / eis] all the
saints.”


Generally, the relative must agree in number
with the antecedent, that is to say, if the antecedent is plural
the relative must also be plural. However, if the plural
antecedents (in this case “love” and “doctrine”) are in some way
seen as a necessary unit, they may be collected into a single idea.
Herbert Weir Smyth of Harvard University writes in his book A Greek
Grammar: “a relative in the singular having a collective force may
have its antecedent in the plural.” When Paul used a singular
relative, he was saying in effect that the doctrinal column and the
love column are co-dependant on each other.

The spiritual life advances by means of a
double column, namely doctrine metabolized in the soul and love
directed toward God (see Fellowship With God, Vol. One;
chap. six, by Max Klein). These two columns must advance together.
The Christian must learn the Word of God (doctrines or subjects in
Scripture) if he is ever going to love God. Learning the Word of
God and having a love for God provide fuel for each other. As
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