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​Introduction
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Paul told Timothy that the Word of God was profitable in the Christian life. It is through the study and practical application of biblical truths that the Christian can live the victorious life. The Abundant Truth Bible Reference Series is designed to strengthen, uplift, and instruct believers through the study of God’s Word.

In this publication

Learn valuable lessons for the Christian faith. Paul's epistle to Philemon reminds Christians of the respect that should be present in the Church. In addition, the Christian is reminded of the virtues of obedience, submission, and love. 

Finally, the Christian is given an example of how Christians should behave in light of social constructs that may be in opposition to the gospel of Christ.
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Authorship & Historical Setting
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Authorship

Three personal references in this letter establish Paul as its author. Even detractors and critics of the New Testament canon have no formal arguments against Pauline authorship.

Historical Setting

Varying dates are proposed for the writing of this letter. A commonly suggested date range for its authorship is between A.D. 60-65. The letter was written while Paul was imprisoned n Rome. 

It was one of the four  letters written during this time (along with Colossians, Ephesians, and Philippians).  

It is closely associated with the letter to the Colossians since the same people are mentioned in the letters and Onesimus seems to be the bearer of both letters (Col. 4:9). If the letters were not written simultaneously, they were written in the same time; possibly after Onesimus’ return from Philemon.

Audience, Purpose, and Intent

Paul wrote this letter to a leader in the Colossian church named Philemon. Common to the time, the Roman Empire embraced the practice of slavery. Philemon had a slave named Onesimus who had fled from his master. 

During his time away, Onesimus was converted to Christianity through Paul’s ministry (most likely in jail). Onesimus became a great supporter of Paul and the church afterwards. Paul writes this letter to ask Philemon to:

	Receive Onesimus again without harm.

	Forgive Onesimus for any debts that he owed.

	Release Onesimus from slavery that he may return to Paul.

	Prepare lodging for Paul after his release from jail.


Divisions

Though this letter s limited in length and scope, it can be divided into five distinct parts.

Salutation (Verses 1-3)

Praise & Thanksgiving (Verses 4-7)

Appeal for Philemon’s Forgiveness (Verses 8-14)

Appeal for Philemon’s Reception & Release of Onesimus (Verse 15-21)

Request for Lodging & Benediction (Verses 22-25)

The Christian’s Response

This letter should remind Christians of the respect that should be present in the Church. In addition, the Christian is to be reminded of the virtues of obedience, submission, and love. 

Finally, the Christian is given an example of how Christians should behave in light of social constructs that may  be in  opposition to the gospel of Christ. 

This letter reminds believers to forgive injustices and receive others as brothers and sisters. It is a clear affirmation of the equality of all in Christ, which cannot be defined by culture or creed.
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Salutation 
(Verses 1-3)
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Paul opens this epistle in his customary manner. He first identifies himself and his companions. 

Paul, a prisoner of Jesus Christ, and Timothy our brother... Philem 1:1 (KJV)

After mentioning himself, Paul establishes the presence of Timothy (Acts 16:1-3). Timothy was Paul’s son in the gospel.

...unto Philemon our dearly beloved, and fellowlabourer, And to our beloved Apphia, and Archippus our fellowsoldier, and to the church in thy house. Philem 1:1-2 (KJV)

He continues his salutation by addressing his audience. His primary concern is Philemon; hence, he is mentioned first.

Who was Philemon? 

Philemon was a leader in the early church. He hosted (may have led) a church in his home. He was a native of Colossae. Apparently, he was converted through Paul’s ministry. He probably encountered Paul while at Ephesus (the capital of the province) since Paul had not been to Colossae at this time. 

One fact of consideration is the meaning of his name, which is “friendly or brotherly.” Throughout Paul’s letter, he plays on the meaning of Philemon’s name in his appeal to him. 

Paul makes mention of two others namely, Apphia and Archippus. It is believed because of the personal nature of the letter that Apphia was likely the wife of Philemon and that Archippus was a close relative of some sort. We know that Archippus was a minister of the gospel by Paul designating him a “fellowsoldier.” In the letter to the Colossians, Paul challenges him to fulfill the ministry that is within him.

And say to Archippus, Take heed to the ministry which thou hast received in the Lord, that thou fulfill it. Col 4:17 (KJV)

Since the intent of the letter is to make a request, Paul appeals to Philemon’s sensitivities as a Christian and a person. He calls him “dearly beloved and fellowlaborer.” Paul affirms his personal and ministerial connections to Philemon to evoke a sense of camaraderie and unity. In addition, Paul opens his letter by stating that he is a prisoner of Christ to evoke a sense of compassion from Philemon because of his imprisonment.

Grace to you, and peace, from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Philem 1:3 (KJV)

He ends his salutation with an apostolic blessing of grace and peace upon Philemon. Customary to Paul’s letter, he makes a clear doctrinal distinction between God the Father, and Christ the Son. From here, Paul begins to get to the point of his letter.

The Christian Application

Though his salutation is common, it reveals two truths for the Christian to consider. First, like Paul, the believer should recognize others in the Body of Christ as beloved. We should regard one another with godly love and compassion. The Christian is to see others in the Body of Christ as precious. 

Moreover, Paul recognized  Philemon and Archippus as fellowsoldiers. He respected their work in the Lord. The Christian today should respect the service and ministry of others in the Body of Christ. Christians are members one of another who work together to fulfill God’s plan in the earth (I Corinthians 12). 

His blessing upon Philemon reveals the mindset that Christians should have to others in the faith. The Christian is to desire God’s graciousness and mercy to be alive in the Body of Christ as well as be demonstrators of God’s grace and mercy.
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Praise & Thanksgiving
(Verses 4-7)
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After his introduction, Paul follows his pattern by giving of thanks to God for his audience; in this instance, Philemon. In addition, he praises Philemon’s character and conduct.

I thank my God, making mention of thee always in my prayers. Philem 1:4 (KJV)

Paul begins by declaring how Philemon was in his thoughts. Consequently, Philemon was included in Paul’s prayers continually.

Hearing of thylove and faith, which thou hast toward the Lord Jesus, and toward all saints. Philem 1:5 (KJV)

Paul states the reason for his effectual prayers for Philemon. They were dueto Philemon’s love and faith toward Jesus and all saints. This reveals that Philemon was known for his Christian service. 

It was evident in that the saints gathered at his house for worship. Paul mentions his love and faith as toward all saints. This was the precursor to his appeal for Onesimus.

That the communication of thy faith may become effectual by the acknowledging of every good thing which is in you in Christ Jesus. Philem 1:6 (KJV)

Paul continues his reasoning for praying by stating that he wants Philemon’s service to become even more effective. Paul, personally, recognizes every good thing that is within Philemon, which produces fervency  for him in prayer.

For  we  have  great joy and consolation in thy love, because the bowels of the saints are refreshed by thee, brother. Philem 1:7 (KJV)

Paul continues by revealing the love and comfort that he and others receive because of Philemon’s Christian service. From his
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