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Lesson Eleven

“Introduction to the Philemon Letter”

(Reading—Philemon 1-3)


The Apostle Paul is believed to have written 13 or 14 of the New Testament Letters. Four of them are addressed to individuals: two to Timothy, one to Titus, and one to Philemon. Of the four, Philemon seems to be an exception to the rule. It is primarily a personal letter to a brother in Christ. The Apostle knew a lot of people and probably wrote a lot of personal letters (?), but this is the only one that we know of that was included in the Canon of the New Testament books. Its merit to be included is obvious. The Letter is a letter from a friend to a friend. It does not have the usual “official” indication of Paul’s Apostleship. Rather, he addresses himself as a slave of Jesus Christ (how appropriate). All the indications show that the Letter was written while Paul was in prison at Rome just before his possible release (AD 62-63).
PHILEMON, A FRIEND


The Letter is addressed Philemon (a beloved friend), Apphia (beloved), and Archippus (our fellow-soldier), and to the church in Philemon’s house. Philemon’s house had become an important center of Christian influence (verses 2, 4-7). The expression in verse 19 could indicate that he was converted by Paul (possibly at Ephesus). His wife and son were both as involved in the Lord’s work as he was. We are guessing, but the above things could indicate that he was a man of wealth (especially, since he had one or more slaves).

ONESIMUS, A RUN-AWAY-SLAVE

Onesimus may have been a native of Colossae, or at least had lived there long enough to be considered as a resident (Colossians 4:9). Slavery was highly practiced all over the Roman Empire. Many of these were taken as cities were overthrow and the people sold to be slaves. It is estimated that Rome’s population was close to 50% slaves. We don’t know how Onesimus became a slave. He could have been born a slave, or sold as a slave to Philemon. The very fact that a Christian owned slaves was not unusual at this time. In fact, there is no effort on the part of the Word of God to condemn it or to encourage the overthrow of the system. The best approach to dealing with slavery was to help correct some of its evils—and we know that the Word of God does this very thing (Colossians 3:22-4:1, etc.).

We are not given the details of why Onesimus had run away from serving Philemon. There would have been a need for some money to live on, so Onesimus may have stolen some things to sell or money to use to help him get to where he was going. Another writer suggested that Onesimus may have been sent to Rome on an errand, but just decided not to go back home to Colossae. For some reason, he is in Rome, and happens to meet up with the Apostle, whom he may have been acquainted with before. Upon his conversion to Christ, the Apostle Paul encourages Onesimus to go back home and make things right with Philemon. This was the occasion for the Letter that was sent along with Onesimus pleading his case.
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OCCASION FOR WRITING THE LETTER


Whether this letter was the first or fourth of the Letters that Paul wrote at this time, we do not know. But it is interesting to note that Paul sent Onesimus back to Philemon with a letter at the same time that he sends out the other three letters. He returns with Tychicus, who seems to have the other two letters for that area (Ephesians & Colossians). Onesimus’ willingness to go back and try to straighten out the matter shows his repentance. Paul’s appeal on Onesimus’ behalf was very simple and direct, but respectful not only of the Laws of Rome about slaves; but as well, he showed great respect for Philemon. But he also expressed great expectations from Philemon because of who he was and because of what Onesimus had become. While he had become “unprofitable” to Philemon, he had been very “profitable” to the Apostle and to others at Rome (verse 11).
OUTLINE OF THE PHILEMON LETTER


The outline of the Letter is simple, clear, and to the point; but it is a master-piece of gentle persuasion from an Apostle of Christ to a dear brother in Christ.


Verses 1-4—Introduction, about the writer, and to whom written.


Verses 5-7—Thanks to God for the good report about Philemon and his efforts.


Verses 8-21—Paul’s request concerning Onesimus.


Verse 22—Paul’s intention to visit upon his release.


Verses 23-25—Concluding remarks and greetings.

We are not sure if Paul did visit Philemon upon his release from prison at Rome. If he was released, it is likely that his visit was delayed for quite some time. He was re-arrested and taken to Rome and possibly died around AD 67 (4-5 years after he wrote this letter). The suggested route that the Apostle may have traveled upon his release is as follows:

1. Paul expressed the desire for the church at Rome to help him go to Spain to preach the Gospel 

    (Romans 15:22-24).
2. He left Titus at Crete to set things in order among the churches (Titus 1:5).

3. If he was the writer of Hebrews, he expressed a desire to visit possibly at Jerusalem with 

    Timothy (Hebrews 13:22-23).

4. To visit Colossae, he would probably have gone by Antioch (Philemon 22).

Much of the above is speculation on the basis of statements made by the Apostle in these letters. There is some evidences that Paul was released and traveled more before his death at Rome.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS


There are three other short letters that found their way into the Canon of the New Testament: 2nd & 3rd John and Jude. We are the better for these letters. They give good insights to important truths that God wanted us to know. Each has it’s own special thing to add to the New Testament teachings.
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION
True or False
____1. There were only three letters written by Paul at Rome during his first imprisonment 

that he sent to Colossae.

____2. There are only four short letters (one chapter each) in the New Testament.
____3. The Philemon Letter was written about 67 AD.

____4. Epaphroditus was the bearer of the Letter to the church at Philippi.

____5. Slavery was very prevalent in the Roman Empire.

____6. We know that Philemon gladly did what Paul asked of him.

____7. Onesimus’ willingness to go back to Philemon shows that he was truly converted.

____8. Paul and Philemon were good friends and could be asked to do any favor.

____9. Tychicus was the officer that took Onesimus back for punishment.

____10. Philemon had sent money to help Paul while in prison at Rome.
