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PAUL’S EPISTLE TO PHILEMON 

INTRODUCTION 

This is the last of the Apostle Paul’s letters. It is written to a gentile by the name of Philemon. This is a 

very short, and personal letter, it only has four hundred and sixty-six words. In the modern era, this letter 

has been divided into twenty-five verses, and two paragraphs.  

As we have discussed previously, a large portion of the Roman empire consisted of slaves. Slavery was 

an ever-present feature of the Roman world in the first century as men, women and children were in 

servitude. However, many slaves served in positions of honor in households, while others were forced 

into agriculture, mines, the military, manufacturing workshops, construction, and a wide range of services 

within Rome. It is estimated that as many as 1 in 3 of the population in Italy or 1 in 5 across the empire 

were slaves. Therefore, there were strict Roman laws concerning slaves and their owners. For example, a 

slave who ran away from his master could face the death penalty, depending on the owner.  

This is the subject of Paul’s last, personal letter concerning restoration. 

Philemon 

Philemon was a believer in the city of Colossae, and a fellow worker carrying out the gospel message. 

Philemon was a man of prayer who Paul loved very much (v. 1). Most believe he was a convert of Paul’s 

during the establishment of the Colossian church. It is believed this church began because of Paul’s 

Ephesus’ ministry (v. 19; Col 1:6; Acts 19:1–10) 

Philemon means “loving” in the Greek.  

What do we know about Philemon? 

• Philemon lived in Colossae.  

• He was a friend and coworker in the ministry of the Gospel. It appears that Philemon was a 

wealthy Christian of Colossae, possibly an elder/leader of the church that met in his home (Phm 

1–2). He was a slave owner (at least one) 

• He hosted a church in his house along with “Apphia and Archippus our fellowsoldier, and to the 

church in thy house.” (Phm 2). Most theologians believe that Apphia was Philemon’s wife and 

Archippus was their son. 

• Historically, Philemon along with Apphia, Archippus and Onesimus were martyred at Colossae 

during the first persecutions under Nero. (68 AD) 

• He was a host for and prayed for Paul (Phm 22) 

Onesimus 

• His name is latinized from the Greek meaning, “beneficial or profitable.” 

• Onesimus was in the service to Philemon in Colossae (Col 4:9, 18) and a “member” of that 

congregation. 

• Onesimus had been “unprofitable” to Philemon, but was “profitable” to Paul in his imprisonment 

in Rome. 

• A slave (Phm 16) of Philemon in Colossae who robbed Philemon and fled to Rome where he met 

Paul. He became a follower of Jesus Christ and became a helper to Paul (Phm 12, 13) 
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AUTHOR 

This letter is the undisputed work of Paul. It is the shortest of Paul's extant letters, consisting of only 335 

words in the Greek text. 

This epistle was written by Paul, there is little doubt about that since Paul refers to himself 

several times within the letter (Phm 1, 9, 19). Its place among the canon of scripture was 

recognized by the early church fathers, including Ignatius, Tertullian, Origen, and Eusebius.1 

DATE 

The apostle Paul declares himself, “a prisoner of Jesus Christ” in the first chapter (vv. 1, 9). Therefore, 

Philemon is added to the list of Paul’s “prison epistles,” which included his letters to the Ephesians, 

Philippians, and Colossians. As we have discussed, these were written during Paul’s first Roman 

imprisonment, his “house arrest.” Therefore, we can narrow the date of the writing by looking at the 

epistle to the Colossians. Paul includes the names of several of his companions, including Tychicus, 

Onesimus, Aristarchus, Epaphras, and Luke (Co 4:7–14). Onesimus accompanied Tychicus to Colossae 

(Co 4:7-9). That would lead us to believe that Paul wrote to the Colossians and to Philemon at 

approximately the same time.  

The date of the writing could be safely placed between 60–63 AD. 

AUDIENCE 

The audience is Philemon, the barer of the title of the epistle. 

The postscript of the twenty-fifth verse gives the idea that Onesimus carried Paul’s letter and personally 

handed it to Philemon. “Written from Rome to Philemon, by Onesimus a servant. (Phm 25 

THEME 

This letter is a perfect example of the idea of Christianity. Each of us are like Onesimus, “unprofitable” 

unto God. However, Jesus takes the part of reconciling the Christian unto the Father. 

Today, we can take encouragement through this letter as the theme of this letter is that the Gospel of Jesus 

Christ transforms lives and can change and impact horizontal relationships with other people. 

PURPOSE AND CONTENT 

The apostle Paul does not approach Philemon from a position of power or authority, Apostle of Jesus 

Christ, instead, Paul declares that he is “a prisoner of Jesus Christ.” Paul immediately associates himself 

as a “slave” of the Lord Jesus…he places himself in the same condition as Onesimus, in the bondage of 

another. RCC 

In spite of this possibility, the apostle Paul sent Onesimus, a runaway slave and a recent 

convert to Christianity, back to his owner Philemon to make restitution. The Epistle to 

Philemon is Paul’s plea that Onesimus no longer be viewed as a runaway slave, but rather as 

a “beloved brother” (vv. 16, 17; Col. 4:9). Obedience to these requests would require 

forgiveness and restoration, actions that no other slave owner would have to contemplate in 

the ancient world. But Christians were called to a higher calling, one that contradicted the 

 

1 King James Version Study Bible ., electronic ed. (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1997). 
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expectations of the culture at large. While the world pursued power and glory, Christians were 

to pursue the way of the Cross—the way of forgiveness, servanthood, suffering, and love.2 

KEY THOUGHT/CENTRAL MESSAGE 

The main theme is “restoration.” In this case a restoration of a slave to his master and even a bigger 

picture of man being restored to God the Father. 

OLD TESTAMENT CONNECTIONS 

Philemon Old Testament 

• 15 Gen 45:5, 8 

THE KEYS 

Key Verses/Passages 

Philemon 1-2 (KJV) Paul, a prisoner of Jesus Christ, and Timothy [our] brother, unto Philemon 

our dearly beloved, and fellowlabourer, 2 And to [our] beloved Apphia, and Archippus our 

fellowsoldier, and to the church in thy house: 

Philemon 4 (KJV) I thank my God, making mention of thee always in my prayers, 

Philemon 6-7 (KJV) That the communication of thy faith may become effectual by the 

acknowledging of every good thing which is in you in Christ Jesus. 7 For we have great joy and 

consolation in thy love, because the bowels of the saints are refreshed by thee, brother. 

Philemon 8-11 (KJV) Wherefore, though I might be much bold in Christ to enjoin thee that 

which is convenient, 9 Yet for love's sake I rather beseech [thee], being such an one as Paul the 

aged, and now also a prisoner of Jesus Christ. 10 I beseech thee for my son Onesimus, whom I 

have begotten in my bonds: 11 Which in time past was to thee unprofitable, but now profitable 

to thee and to me: 

Philemon 15-17 (KJV) For perhaps he therefore departed for a season, that thou shouldest 

receive him for ever; 16 Not now as a servant, but above a servant, a brother beloved, specially 

to me, but how much more unto thee, both in the flesh, and in the Lord? 17 If thou count me 

therefore a partner, receive him as myself. 

Key Word/s & Phrases 

• Jesus Phm 1, 3, 5-6, 9, 23, 25 

• Christ Phm 1, 3, 6, 8-9, 23, 25 

• God Phm 3, 4 

• Lord Phm 3, 5, 16, 20, 25 

• Faith Phm 5, 6 

• Grace Phm 3, 25 

• Word  

• Teach  

 

2 Earl D. Radmacher, Ronald Barclay Allen, and H. Wayne House, Nelson’s New Illustrated Bible Commentary 

(Nashville: T. Nelson Publishers, 1999), 1628. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/nnibc?ref=Bible.Phm&off=24&ctx=Epistle+to%0aPhilemon%0a~Under+roman+law%2c+a+s
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• Righteousness  

• Mercy  

• Love Phm 5, 7, 9 

• Savior  

• Sound  

• Doctrine  

• Good Works Phm 6 

• Servant Phm 16, 25 

• I beseech thee for my son Onesimus Phm 10 

OUTLINE 

I. APPRECIATION—1–7—“I thank my God” 

A. Paul’s love—1–3 

B. Paul’s thanksgiving—4–5, 7 

C. Paul’s prayer—6 

II. APPEAL—8–16—“I beseech thee” 

A. Philemon’s character—8–9 

B. Onesimus’ conversion—10–14 

C. God’s providence—15–16 

III. ASSURANCE—17–25—“I will repay” 

A. Paul’s partnership—17–19 

B. Paul’s confidence—20–22 

C. Paul’s greetings—23–253 

DID ONESIMUS STEAL FROM PHILEMON? 

If he did, what did he steal? Paul was very concerned about living in the world of laws and the freedom he had in 

Jesus Christ. If the Apostle kept Onesimus, knowing that he had stolen from Philemon, Paul became guilty of 

harboring a known criminal. Perhaps the reference by Paul, “If he hath wronged thee, or oweth thee ought, put that 

on mine account” refers to the lost servitude by him running away, and not to something he stole as the left. 

 

3 Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1996), 269. 

https://ref.ly/logosres/ntbec?ref=Bible.Phm&off=77&ctx=ses%3a+Philemon+15%E2%80%9316%0a~I.+APPRECIATION%E2%80%941%E2%80%937%E2%80%94

