PHILEMON

TITLE
Philemon, the recipient of the letter, was a prominent member of the church at Colosse (v,1,2; Colossians 4:9), which met in his house. The letter was for him, his family and the church

CONTENT
The sole purpose of this letter is to secure forgiveness for a (probably runaway) slave named Onesimus

AUTHOR AND DATE
The apostle Paul is the writer (1,9,19) joined by his younger companion Timothy.

Philemon is one of the ‘Prison Epistles,’ along with Ephesians, Philippians and Colossians and was written at virtually the same time as Colossians (60-62AD). Tychicus will carry both letters together to Colosse (Colossians 4:7-9).
BACKGROUND AND SETTING

Philemon had been saved under Paul’s ministry, probably at Ephesus (v.19), several years earlier. Wealthy enough to have a large house (cf. v.2), Philemon also owned at least one slave, a man named Onesimus (= ‘useful,’ a common name for slaves at this time). Onesimus was not a believer at the time he stole some money (v.18) from Philemon and ran away. Like countless thousands of other runaway slaves, Onesimus fled to Rome, hoping to lose himself in the Imperial capital’s teeming population. Through circumstances not recorded in scripture, Onesimus met Paul in Rome and became a believer. 

The apostle quickly came to love the runaway slave (vs.12,16) and wanted to keep him in Rome (v.13), where he was providing valuable service to Paul in his imprisonment (v.11). But by stealing and running away from Philemon, Onesimus had both broken Roman law and defrauded his master. Paul knew those issues had to be dealt with, and decided to send Onesimus back to Colosse. It was too hazardous for him to make the long trip back alone because of the danger of slave catchers, so Paul sent him back with Tychicus, who was returning to Colosse with the letter to the church there (Colossians 4:7-9). Along with Onesimus, Paul sent this letter to Philemon, urging him to forgive Onesimus and welcome him back as a brother in Christ (vs.15-17).

EMPHASES
The gospel reconciles people to one another, not only Jew (Paul) and Gentile (Philemon), but also (runaway) slave and master, making them brothers.

OVERVIEW
This is the shortest of Paul’s letters but has been written as carefully as any. Paul is explicitly asking forgiveness for a crime that deserved punishment (Onesimus’ crime) – and implicitly for another crime that should have been brought before the proper authorities (Paul’s harboring a runaway slave).
Paul puts all this into gospel perspective, beginning with the prayer and thanksgiving (vs.4-7), where he praises God for the way the gospel has already been at work. Paul refuses to use his apostolic authority (vs.1,8-10,17,21); rather he appeals on the basis of the gospel of love (vs.8-11). He also reminds Philemon that he too, is one of Paul’s converts (v.19) whom he regards now as a “partner” in the gospel (v.17).

In verses 12-16 Paul explains that Onesimus has already been in the service of Philemon without knowing it, and his having been a runaway may finally serve the greatest interests of all, especially the gospel;. Even though Onesimus is returning as a repentant slave, the first relationship between slave and master, Paul reminds Philemon, is that of brother in Christ.

UNDERSTANDING PHILEMON
Slavery in the first century Greco-Roman world was not based on capture or race, but on economics, and birth. But even household slaves were at the bottom of the social order, having no rights under Roman law. They could be treated as a master willed, and runaway slaves were often crucified as a deterrent to other slaves.
Apparently Onesimus had stolen from Philemon (vs.18,19) and escaped as far as Rome. But he met Paul who was in prison in Rome, and after coming to Christ, was able to be a help to Paul. He is then returned to his master, and this letter is read out in the public meeting in Philemon’s house. While there is no written record of what happened thereafter, a certain ’Onesimus’ became overseer of the church in Ephesus. Ignatius, who on his way to Rome to be martyred, wrote to the church in Ephesus, “In God’s name, therefore, I received your large congregation in the person of Onsesimus, your bishop in this world, a man whose love is beyond words. My prayer is that you should love him in the Spirit of Jesus Christ and all be like him. Blessed is he who let you have such a bishop. You deserved it.”
Philemon’s journey parallels our own. As human beings we are God’s property, but as sinners we have become fugitives and on the run from Him. As Onesimus was sovereignly led to Paul, we have been sovereignly led to Christ. Onesimus found a refuge in Paul as we have found in Christ. Paul became Onesimus’ friend; Christ has become our friend. Paul was a friend of Onesimus’ master and a co-labourer with him; Christ is co-equal friend to, and co-labourer with our true Master. Paul interceded for Onesimus as Christ has for us. Onesimus debt to his master was to put on Paul’s account; our debt to our Master has been paid by Christ. Paul brought Onesimus into new life, just as Christ has done for us. Just as Onesimus became reconciled in heart to Philemon, we have been reconciled to the Father. And finally, as Onesimus returned to Philemon and continued to serve him, we have been returned to fellowship with our Father whom we now serve
These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.387-389), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.457-460) and “New Testament Survey” by M. Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.318-319)

PHILEMON IN OUTLINE

1-3 Salutation

Apphia is probably Philemon’s wife. In light of Colossians 4:17, Archippus is probably a teacher in the church.

4-7 Thanksgiving and Prayer

As in Paul’s other thanksgiving and prayer reports, he thanks God and prays mostly for the effects of the gospel in Philemon’s life. The emphasis is on faith and love (v.5), which are then elaborated in reverse order in verses 6 and 7. The end of verse 7 anticipates what is coming.

8-21 The Appeal

There is a word play on Onesimus’ name in verses 10,11. The formerly-useless-now-useful one is urged not only to be welcomed (v.17) but to be taken back as a “brother in the Lord.” It is not clear how Paul could have repaid Onesimus’ debt (vs.18,19), but he expects Philemon to forgive and forget, but just in case, he models the gospel by taking on the debt himself

22-25 Personal Word and Greetings 

Verse 22 indicates that Paul expects release from his imprisonment (cf. Philippians 1:24; 2:23,24), a concern that in this case takes the place of “greet all the saints” which usually occurs
These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, p.389)
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