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It is a masterpiece, and a model of graceful, tactful, and delicate pleading. – Robert Lee 

 

The Story  

Philemon was a prosperous slave owner who lived at Colosse. He had a slave named Onesimus who, having helped 

himself to some of Philemon's wealth, had run away to bury himself amid the multitudes who thronged the 

streets and slums of Rome. Rome, a cosmopolitan melting pot, provided a convenient hiding place for anyone 

wishing to disappear from public view. There, Onesimus was sure that he would be safe. Instead, he was 

destined to be saved! In some way, his path crossed that of the apostle Paul, a man hungry for souls. Paul 

promptly led him to Christ and now sends Onesimus back to Philemon with a letter which asks the master to 

forgive his former slave who is now his brother in Christ. 

 

Date and Location of Writing - Philemon is a prison epistle and its date and location of writing is tied to this issue. 

The traditional view is that the epistle was written from Rome between A.D. 60-63, and the imprisonment is that 

of Paul’s first Roman incarceration as recorded in Acts 28:30-31. Altogether Paul penned four epistles during his 

first Roman imprisonment—Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon. Ephesians and Colossians are 

sometimes called twin epistles because of their similar content. Colossians and Philemon are often called sister 

epistles because of their common recipient and destination. 

 

Fast Facts on Philemon 

 

Written by? Apostle Paul 

 

Written to whom? Philemon 

 

Written when? c. A.D. 60-63 

 

Written where? Rome (Paul’s 

first Roman imprisonment) 

 

Written why? Paul sends 

Onesimus back to Philemon 

with a letter which asks the 

master to forgive his former 

slave who is now his brother 

in Christ. 
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Occasion of the Epistle - This letter is a semi-private and personal appeal by Paul to Philemon asking him to 

unconditionally forgive and receive back his slave Onesimus without penalty (v. 17). Before he was a slave, but now 

he is a beloved brother (v. 16). Paul will personally be responsible for any debts Onesimus has incurred (v. 18). We 

do not know why Onesimus ran away or if he took anything from his master. All we know is the conversion of 

Onesimus and Paul’s appeal. Since a slave was subject to severe discipline for running away, even death, Paul’s 

appeal is a kind and gracious act on behalf of Onesimus. This epistle is also an insightful guide as to how believers 

might go about the task of mediating conflicts within the family of God. As an instruction manual in resolving 

personal difficulties between Christians, this short epistle is of great value. Tychicus probably accompanied 

Onesimus back to Philemon as he returned from Paul with the letter of Colossians (cf. Col. 4:7-9). 

 

Key Personalities in the Epistle 

Philemon means “affectionate.” He was a citizen of Colosse. This point seems to emerge from the fact that 

Onesimus (Col. 4:9) and Archippus (Col. 4:17) are from Colosse. He was wealthy enough to have slaves and 

was converted to Christianity by Paul (v. 19). The church in Colosse met in his home (v. 2).  

Onesimus means “useful” or “profitable.” There is a play on his name in verse 11. He was Philemon’s slave, who 

had run away only to come into contact with Paul and become a Christian (vv. 11, 16). He became close to 

Paul and was regarded as a valuable assistant by him (vv. 13-15). 

Apphia means “endearment.” Chrysostom and Theodoret believed she was Philemon’s wife. According to 

tradition, she died as a martyr.  

Archippus means “master of the horse” or perhaps “chief groom.” Many think he was possibly the son of 

Philemon and Apphia. He may have even been the pastor of the church meeting in their home (note his 

description in v. 2 as a “fellow soldier,” also cf. Col. 4:17). 

Others mentioned in the epistle are Timothy (v. 1), Epaphras (v. 23), Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke (v. 24, 

cf. also 2 Tim. 4:9-11). There are a total of 11 names that appear in this short letter. 

 

THE GOSPEL IN PHILEMON: 

Presents a beautiful picture of the gospel by way of analogy: 

 i. All of us were once like Onesimus, runaways (sinners) from our rightful owner (God). 

 ii. Someone on our behalf has pleaded our case, even to the paying of our debt (Jesus Christ) 1 Tim. 2:5 

 iii. Through our advocate we can be restored, even to the adoption of sons! 

 

FASCINATING FACTS: 

1. 1/3rd of the Roman empire were made up of slaves [possibly 6 million]. This was not racially specific. A slave 

could be put to death by his master, especially if the slave had wronged his master. 

2. Philemon is one of the five one-chapter books of the Bible, the other four being Obadiah, 2 and 3 John, and 

Jude. 

3. There are a total of 11 names that appear in this short letter. This shows that Paul wanted Philemon to know 

that all of these people are aware of the situation, and are watching as to what he will do with his slave, as a 

brother in the Lord. 

4. Philemon is one of Paul’s most tactful and discreet pieces of writing in the midst of a very controversial subject 

(slavery). 

5. Philemon is one of the most masterful examples of how to spiritually arm-twist others in a godly way. 

6. The slave’s name, Onesimus, means “useful.” Paul acknowledges that Onesimus caused trouble for Philemon, 

the slave owner. But Paul argues that things are different now: “He was useless to you, but now he is useful 

both to you and to me” (11). 

 

A masterpiece of tactful persuasion. [Stephen Miller, How to Get into the Bible] 

Paul doesn’t come right out and ask Philemon to free Onesimus. But Philemon would likely have realized that this is 

what Paul wanted. The pressure Paul applies, though subtle, is certainly not gentle. It’s powerful and compelling. 

Consider these seven pressure points: 
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1. Paul compliments Philemon on his growing faith in Jesus and his “love for all of God’s people” (5)—slaves 

included. 

2. “I would like to keep him [Onesimus] here with me, where he could take your place in helping me,” Paul writes. 

“But I won’t do anything unless you agree to it first. I want your act of kindness to come from your heart, and 

not be something you feel forced to do” (13–14). The implication is that Paul, as an apostle, has the authority to 

order Philemon, a church leader, to free Onesimus and return him to Paul’s side. 

3. “Onesimus is much more than a slave. To me he is a dear friend,” Paul adds. “Welcome Onesimus as you would 

welcome me” (16–17). Certainly Philemon would not punish a visiting Paul as he would a runaway slave. 

4. Paul says he will pay back anything Onesimus may have taken to finance his escape. “Charge it to my account,” 

Paul says, adding, “But don’t forget that you owe me your life” (18–19). Paul apparently converted Philemon. 

The implication is that Philemon owes Paul, and in gratitude should write off any debt. 

5. This is not a private letter. It’s to Philemon and “the church that meets in your home” (2). Others will read it and 

realize what Paul is asking Philemon to do—peer pressure at its finest. 

6. When Paul gets out of jail, he plans to visit Philemon (22). This will be one awkward meeting if Onesimus is not 

free by then. 

7. Paul is not alone in asking for kindness on behalf of the slave. Paul sends greetings from four associates, including 

Mark and Luke, implying that they support his request. 

 

““TThhee  GGrraaccee  ooff  GGeennttllee  AArrmm--TTwwiissttiinngg””  AA  MMaarrvveelloouuss  MMooddeell  ooff  TTaacctt  
((PPhhiilleemmoonn  1177--2255))  ––  DDrr..  DDaanniieell  AAkkiinn  

II..  CChhoooossee  tthhee  rriigghhtt  wwoorrddss  vvvv..  1177--2200  

  11..  RReecceeiivvee  --  LLoovvee  hhiimm  aass  yyoouu  lloovvee  mmee  ((ssuubbssttiittuuttiioonn)),,  vv..  1177  

  22..  RReecckkoonn  --  IIff  aa  wwrroonngg  nneeeeddss  ttoo  bbee  ccoorrrreecctteedd,,  llaayy  iitt  ttoo  mmyy  aaccccoouunntt  ((ssaattiissffaaccttiioonn)),,  vvvv..  1188--1199  

  33..  RReeffrreesshh  --  DDoo  wwhhaatt  yyoouu  sshhoouulldd  ffoorr  CChhrriisstt’’ss  ssaakkee  ((rreeccoonncciilliiaattiioonn)),,  vvss..  2200..    

NNoottee  tthhee  33  iimmppeerraattiivveess  iinn  vvvv..  1177,,  1188,,  2200  aanndd  tthhee  wwaayy  iinn  wwhhiicchh  PPaauull  ssoofftteennss  tthheeiirr  ssttiinngg..  

IIII..  CCoommmmuunniiccaattee  wwiitthh  rreeaaffffiirrmmiinngg  wwiissddoomm  vvvv..  2211--2222  

  11..  EExxpprreessss  yyoouurr  ccoonnffiiddeennccee  aass  ttoo  tthheeiirr  aaccttiioonn,,  vv..  2211  

  22..  EExxpprreessss  yyoouurr  ccoonnffiiddeennccee  aass  ttoo  yyoouurr  rreecceeppttiioonn,,  vv..  2222  

((AA  ffoouurrtthh  iimmppeerraattiivvee  iiss  iinn  vv..  2222..  IItt  aallssoo  iiss  ccoonnvveeyyeedd  iinn  aa  ggeennttllee  aanndd  ggrraacciioouuss  mmaannnneerr..))  

IIIIII..  CCoovveennaanntt  wwiitthh  rreessppeecctteedd  wwiittnneesssseess  vvvv..  2222--2255  

  11..  TThheerree  sshhoouulldd  bbee  eeaarrtthhllyy  ccoonnffiirrmmaattiioonn,,  vvvv..  2233--2244  

  22..  TThheerree  sshhoouulldd  bbee  hheeaavveennllyy  ccoonnffiirrmmaattiioonn,,  vv..  2255  

 

Bishop Onesimus?? About fifty years after Paul, a church leader named Ignatius wrote a letter to Bishop Onesimus, 

leader of the church in Ephesus. It’s uncertain if this bishop is the same slave who once lived in nearby Colossae. 

But it is possible. If Paul wrote the letters of Ephesians, Colossians, and Philemon all during his imprisonment in 

Rome—as many believe—the Ephesian people may have met Onesimus while he was on his way back to his 

master. This is quite possible because Onesimus traveled with Tychicus, who delivered the letters of Ephesians 

and Colossians (Ephesians 6:21; Colossians 4:7–9). 

 

EXTRA: About Slavery - While it is true that the words of the Apostle here cannot be construed to advocate the 

abolition of slavery, the spirit of the epistle has definitely supported that position. The manner in which Paul 

treats the problem of Onesimus indicates the way in which Christianity confronted the evils of human society. 

To have directly denounced the institution of human slavery would have precipitated an immediate conflict 

between Rome and Christianity. It would have marked Christianity as being anti-social, and would have turned 

all the powers of the Empire against it. Instead of making a frontal attack upon the institution of slavery, 

Christianity inculcated a spirit of love, grace, compassion, and consideration, which ultimately meant the death-

knell of that institution. That anyone claiming the name of Jesus Christ could advocate slavery is simply another 

indictment of our depravity and wickedness. NOTHING IN THE BIBLE ORDAINS SLAVERY. YOU HAVE THE BIBLE 

REGULATING IT, BUT YOU DO NOT HAVE IT ORDAINING SLAVERY. 
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EXTRA: PHILEMON 16 – Doesn’t Paul approve of the institution of slavery?1  

 

PROBLEM: The Apostle Paul seems to favor the institution of human slavery by sending a runaway slave, Onesimus, 

back to his owner. But slavery is unethical. It is a violation of the principles of human freedom and dignity.  

 

SOLUTION: Slavery is unethical and unbiblical and neither Paul’s actions nor his writings approve or this debasing 

form of treatment. In fact, it was the application of biblical principles that ultimately led to the overthrow of 

slavery. Several important facts should be noted in this connection.  

 

First, from the very beginning, God declared that all humans participate in the image of God (Gen. 1:27). The apostle 

reaffirmed this, declaring, “we are the offspring of God” (Acts 17:29), and He “has made from one blood every 

nation of men to dwell on all the face of the earth” (Acts 17:26).  

 

Second, in spite of the fact that slavery was countenanced in the semitic cultures of the day, the law demanded that 

slaves eventually be set free (Ex. 2l:2; Lev. 25:40). Likewise, servants had to be treated with respect (Ex. 21:20, 

26).  

 

Third, Israel, itself in slavery in Egypt, was constantly reminded by God of this (Deut. 5:15), and their emancipation 

became the model for the liberation of all slaves (cf. Lev. 25:40).  

 

Fourth, in the NT, Paul declared that in Christianity “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither slave nor free, 

there is neither male nor female; for you are all one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28). All social classes are broken 

down in Christ; we are all equal before God.  

 

Fifth, the NT explicitly forbids the evil system of this world that traded the “bodies and souls of men” (Rev. 18:13). 

Slave trade is so repugnant to God that He pronounces His final judgment on the evil system that perpetrated it 

(Rev. 17-18).  

 

Sixth, when Paul urges, “Servants, be obedient to those who are your masters” (Eph. 6:5; cf. Col. 3:22), he is not 

thereby approving of the institution of slavery, but simply alluding to the de facto situation in his day. Rather, he 

is instructing them to be good employees, just as believers should be today, but he was not thereby 

commending slavery.  

 

Seventh, a closer look at Philemon reveals that Paul did not perpetuate slavery, but actually undermined it, for he 

urged Philemon, Onesimus’ owner, to treat him as “a beloved brother” (v. 16) So, by emphasizing the inherent 

equality of all human beings, both by creation and redemption, the Bible laid down the very moral principles 

that were used to overthrow slavery and help restore the dignity and freedom of all persons of whatever color 

or ethnic group.  

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Norman Geisler, “When Critics Ask”, Philemon. 


