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THE EPISTLE TO PHILEMON

OBJECTIVES IN STUDYING PHILEMON
1) To be impressed with the loving hospitality that characterized the Christians in the early church

Interpreting the Letter's Purpose: 
· How one understands why the slave Onesimus was in jail with Paul greatly affects how one interprets the purpose of this letter. 

	Traditional Interpretation
	Contemporary Interpretation

	Onesimus was a "runaway slave" who had fled from his master, Philemon. 
	Onesimus, a slave, had been sent on a mission by his master, Philemon.

	He was caught and put into the same jail as Paul by coincidence.
	Philemon had sent Onesimus to assist and care for Paul in jail.

	Onesimus begged Paul to write to Philemon, to ask Philemon not to punish the runaway slave further after he is returned home.
	Paul takes the initiative in writing to Philemon, to ask Philemon to set the slave free so he can become a Christian missionary. 

	He was also a thief who had stolen something from his master, Philemon.
	He was not a thief, but probably a debt slave; thus Philemon would lose out if he set Onesimus free. 


Onesimus' Later Life as a Christian: 
· Onesimus is mentioned one other time in the NT. At the end of Paul's letter to the Colossians, he mentions that he is sending Tychicus ("my beloved brother, trustworthy minister, and fellow slave in the Lord") together with Onesimus ("a trustworthy and beloved brother, who is one of you") as his messengers to the Christians in Colossae. 

· Later Christian tradition (after the NT) refers to Onesimus as the first "bishop" of the Christian Church in Colossae. 

SUMMARY
In this very short and personal epistle, Paul addresses it to Philemon, Apphia, Archippus and to the church in their house.  But it soon becomes evident that its contents are directed toward Philemon, a beloved friend and fellow laborer with Paul (1-3).

After his salutation, Paul expresses his thanks for the noble qualities which have characterized Philemon in the past, especially his love for the saints.  It is because of Philemon's past performance that Paul is confident his plea will be carried out faithfully (4-7).

Paul's plea concerns Onesimus, a slave who had run away from Philemon. Somehow he had run into Paul at Rome and was now a new convert to Jesus Christ.  As a brother in Christ, Onesimus had made himself very useful to Paul in Rome.  But because he still legally belongs to Philemon, Paul is sending him back with a plea that Onesimus be forgiven and received as a brother in the Lord.  Paul also offers to pay any restitution which may be owed Philemon by Onesimus (8-21).

The epistle ends with a request for lodging in the near future, and with sundry greetings from individuals who were with Paul in Rome (22-25).

OUTLINE
I. SALUTATION (1-3)
   A. FROM... (1a)
      1. Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus

      2. Timothy, a brother

   B. TO... (1b-2)
      1. Philemon, a beloved friend and fellow laborer

      2. Apphia

      3. Archippus, a fellow soldier

      4. The church in their house

   C. GREETINGS (3)
      1. Grace and peace

      2. From God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ

II. THANKSGIVING AND PRAYER (4-7)
   A. PAUL'S THANKFULNESS (4-5)
      1. Expressed in frequent prayers to God

      2. For Philemon's love and faith toward Jesus and all the saints

   B. PAUL'S PRAYER (6-7)
      1. That the sharing of Philemon's faith might be effective
      2. Through the acknowledgment of every good thing in Philemon 3. For example, the joy and comfort experienced by Paul from Philemon's love, as Paul hears of how he refreshed the hearts of the saints

III. THE PLEA FOR ONESIMUS (8-21)
   A. AN APPEAL, NOT A COMMAND (8-9)
      1. Paul had the authority to command what is fitting

      2. He chose instead to make an appeal based upon...

         a. Love itself

         b. Paul's "age"

         c. His imprisonment

   B. PAUL'S PLEA (10-20)
      1. Concerns Onesimus (10-11)

a. Who was converted by Paul while in chains, and is now like a son to him

b. Who though once was unprofitable to Philemon, is now profitable to both him and Paul

      2. Paul is now sending Onesimus back to Philemon (12-14)

a. Though he is very dear to Paul

b. Though Paul wished to keep him and have him work in Philemon's behalf in the gospel

c. But Paul did not want to do anything without Philemon's whole-hearted consent

      3. Paul's desire is that Philemon receive Onesimus as a brother in Christ (15-17)

a. Perhaps his running away was for this purpose, that he might become a beloved brother in the Lord

b. So if Philemon considered himself a partner of Paul, Paul asks that he receive Onesimus as he would Paul himself

      4. Paul offers to repay Philemon (18-19)

         a. For any wrong that Onesimus might have done

         b. Of course, Philemon already owed Paul his own life

      5. By receiving Onesimus in this way, Philemon could give Paul joy and a refreshed heart in the Lord (20)

   C. PAUL'S CONFIDENCE IN PHILEMON (21)
      1. In Philemon's obedience

      2. That Philemon will do even more than what Paul is asking for

IV. CONCLUDING REMARKS (22-25)
   A. A REQUEST FOR LODGING (22)
      1. That Paul might be able to stay with Philemon 2. For Paul is confident that through the prayers of Philemon he will soon be able to come to him

   B. GREETINGS FROM OTHERS (23-24)
      1. Epaphras, a fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus

      2. Mark, Aristarchus, Demas, and Luke, fellow laborers with Paul

   C. A CLOSING PRAYER (25)
