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Introduction:

As with any part of the Bible the questions to ask ourselves before diving into the detail are:

Who wrote it? – the author.

Who did they write it to and what for? – the recipient.

What was happening at the time? – the context.

What is the big theme or message? – the ‘why’ was this written question. This will enable us to grasp the parts of the letter or book - The paragraphs and individual sentences and to answer the question, 

What does it mean?

What impact should this have on me? How do I apply it?

With that in mind let’s consider Paul’s letter to Philemon 

 It is just 25 verses.

1 Paul, a prisoner of Christ Jesus, and Timothy our brother,

To Philemon our dear friend and fellow worker – 2 also to Apphia our sister and Archippus our fellow soldier – and to the church that meets in your home:
3 Grace and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.
Thanksgiving and prayer

4 I always thank my God as I remember you in my prayers, 5 because I hear about your love for all his holy people and your faith in the Lord Jesus. 6 I pray that your partnership with us in the faith may be effective in deepening your understanding of every good thing we share for the sake of Christ. 7 Your love has given me great joy and encouragement, because you, brother, have refreshed the hearts of the Lord’s people.

8 Therefore, although in Christ I could be bold and order you to do what you ought to do, 9 yet I prefer to appeal to you on the basis of love. It is as none other than Paul – an old man and now also a prisoner of Christ Jesus – 10 that I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains. 11 Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me.

12 I am sending him – who is my very heart – back to you. 13 I would have liked to keep him with me so that he could take your place in helping me while I am in chains for the gospel. 14 But I did not want to do anything without your consent, so that any favour you do would not seem forced but would be voluntary. 15 Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back for ever – 16 no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a fellow man and as a brother in the Lord.

17 So if you consider me a partner, welcome him as you would welcome me. 18 If he has done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me. 19 I, Paul, am writing this with my own hand. I will pay it back – not to mention that you owe me your very self. 20 I do wish, brother, that I may have some benefit from you in the Lord; refresh my heart in Christ. 21 Confident of your obedience, I write to you, knowing that you will do even more than I ask.

22 And one thing more: prepare a guest room for me, because I hope to be restored to you in answer to your prayers.

23 Epaphras, my fellow prisoner in Christ Jesus, sends you greetings. 24 And so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow workers.
25 The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ be with your spirit.



1. The Author: Who wrote this letter?

Verse 1. Paul, a prisoner in Rome having been arrested for preaching the gospel and making an appeal as a Roman citizen, for his case to be heard at the highest level in the heart of the Roman Empire, is clearly the author. The letter is dated AD 60 to 62.

He is accompanied by his long-time friend Timothy who elsewhere he describes as a, “son in the Lord”. Timothy may have written down the letter as Paul dictated it as there is one part of the letter which Paul says he is writing in his own hand (verse 19) when he is promising to clear any debt incurred by Philemon. 

Paul is also there with, Epaphras (verse 23) who is a fellow prisoner with him. Epaphras came from Colossae and helped plant the church there. 

Paul also mentions a wider team that is with him (verse 24) - Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke who wrote the gospel and the book of Acts. It bears out the importance for Paul of relationships and working with a faithful and committed wider group of people in his ministry.

2. The Recipients: Who is he writing to?

He is writing to a man called Philemon, who Paul emphasises is a, “dear friend and fellow worker”. Why Paul should give Philemon that description will be made clearer later. Philemon is also from Colossae and therefore knows Epaphras. 

He is also writing to Aphia, described by Paul as a “sister” and who is probably Philemon’s wife and Archippus mentioned in Colossians 4:17, who may well have been their son.

Note that the nature of their relationships with each other for Paul is defined by their relationship with Jesus. Paul deliberately does this to set the context for what comes next over his appeal for the runaway slave, Onesimus.

He is also writing to, “the church that meets in your home.” Clearly Philemon is a wealthy man with a big house and although Paul is writing about a personal matter, he also wants to communicate truths through this to the whole church. This in itself reminds them that they are family and the whole church family is going to be impacted by Philemon’s decision about receiving Onesimus back.

Verse 3. Paul greets them in ways which those from a Greek/Gentile background would have identified with, – “grace”; and which those from a Jewish/Hebrew background would have identified with, – “peace”. And again, Paul emphasises that this is rooted in, “God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ”. He is setting the scene of what binds them together and how they are now to relate to one another. As it says in Galatians, “in Christ” there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male not female

3. What’s Happening? 

Philemon is the slave owner of Onesimus who this letter is all about. He is a runaway slave who has taken something from Philemon, ended up in Rome and through contact with Paul has come to faith in Christ. Paul describes him as a “son”. He is also now part of Paul’s wider supportive team.

In the culture of that time, slaves were considered as commodities to their owners. They could even be killed for running away, Paul is now writing to Philemon to make an appeal on his behalf and asking Philemon to see Onesimus in a whole new light, as a brother in the Lord.



4. The Main Message: 

So, what is the big theme or main message of this letter?

The pivotal verses that Paul builds to and then launches from, in his appeal are verses 10 and 11. 

“I appeal to you for my son Onesimus, who became my son while I was in chains. 11 Formerly he was useless to you, but now he has become useful both to you and to me.”

· Transformed Relationships.

What Paul is shouting out is that their relationship to one another and the way they are to look at each other is utterly transformed by Onesimus coming to know Jesus. If Onesimus is now a “son in the Lord” to Paul, he is therefore also a brother to Philemon. He may still be a slave in legal status and social standing but along with Philemon they are both now sons of God and therefore equal to each other in God the Father’s eyes. They have been joined into one family – the family of God. This is an utterly radical message especially for the Roman Empire where slaves were considered disposable items.

· Transformed Capability

Not only is their relationship transformed but Paul is saying that Onesimus’ capability is transformed through having Christ in him. In these verses he uses a wonderful play on words. The name ‘Onesimus’ (Greek) literally means “Useful” or “beneficial”. Paul says to Philemon that this runaway slave may have been formerly utterly useless to him but now ‘in Christ’ he has become “useful” to them both.


It is these two big truths that give the context for what goes before and after these key verses.

Let’s have a look at those passages.

5. Getting ready for the main message: Verses 4-9.

Paul points to the love he personally has for Philemon by saying he always gives thanks for Philemon as he is praying for him. Paul reminds him of Philemon’s faith in the Lord Jesus and his love for all the saints. You can hear Paul laying the ground for the big appeal he is going to make in this letter!

Paul says he prays that Philemon may be active in sharing his faith – reminding him that the good news about God’s love transforms lives and brings us “good things” in Christ Jesus (verse 6)

Paul then reminds Philemon of the love he has always displayed and the joy this has brought Paul.

Then he says to Philemon he is going to appeal to him in love rather than pull rank on him and Paul finally reminds Philemon he is an old man and in prison!

You just feel that Paul is softening Philemon up big time before he makes the tough call on him about Onesimus in verses 10 and 11 and asks him to see Onesimus in a whole new light. I don’t think Philemon stood a chance of saying ‘no’ and especially when the whole church is hearing this letter and are now looking to Philemon for his public response. No pressure then!

That’s what the word of God does, it softens our hearts to prepare us for changes in our thinking and relationships with each other.

While Philemon is caught in the headlights of these bright and illuminating truths, Paul doesn’t stop for breath. He hammers home how his relationship with Onesimus is now shaped by Jesus and of the qualities Paul now sees in him.

6. Reinforcing the main message: Verses 12- 25

Verse 12. “who is my very heart”. Couldn’t get closer. Paul is saying that Onesimus has got into the guts of who Paul is.

To emphasis his worth, he even says that Onesimus could take Philemon’s place in helping Paul. This is humbling stuff for Philemon!

In verses 15 and 16, Paul brings out the truth that God is in charge of all our circumstances, even when things seem to go wrong. He transforms and redeems the mess for a bigger purpose and with eternal consequences.

15 “Perhaps the reason he was separated from you for a little while was that you might have him back forever – 16 no longer as a slave, but better than a slave, as a dear brother. He is very dear to me but even dearer to you, both as a fellow man and as a brother in the Lord”.

Verse 17. Again, Paul wants to illustrate how the relationship has been transformed. “Welcome him as you would welcome me”.

Paul is ready to put his money where his mouth is and even clear Onesimus’ debt. You would only do this for a family member or dear friend.

It seems a bit ‘sneaky’ that Paul also reminds Philemon that, 

1. Philemon owes Paul his life because of the message of salvation that was brought to him that changed his own eternal destiny; 
2.  If Paul’s heart is to be “refreshed” (verse 20), Philemon will forgive Onesimus and take him back. 
3. He is hoping to come and visit him just as Philemon had prayed so he better get a room ready!

Paul’s ‘sign off’ is for the grace of the Lord Jesus to be with Philemon.

This is a masterly letter in pastoral appeal!




Meditation

What is God speaking to you through this letter? About Himself? About others? About yourself?

Is there one or more verses that stand out to you? 

What is God saying to you through those truths? How do you apply this to your own life?

Prayer

Ask the Holy Spirit to transform your thinking; to change your heart; for opportunities to put into practice the truths He has revealed to you; for the church; for leaders in the church; for Christ centred relationships.

Action

What actions do you need to take in response to what God has said to you?

Let’s come back to the two big themes of this letter:

a. Our transformed relationships to and with each other when we are ‘In Christ’. 

As you look around at others in the church, how do you see them? Do you perceive them by education? Wage packet? Background? Skills? What if they have been in prison? Battled with addiction? Bankrupt? Sexual orientation? Christian maturity? Age?

Do those things make you feel that some people are more or less ‘useful’ (Onesimus) and better or worse to know than others?

Are our relationships defined more by the cultural influences of our society than by the truths that we are in reality blood bought ‘brothers and sisters in Christ’, saved by grace, of equal standing, equally loved by the same Father, joined by the Holy Spirit? 

When someone becomes a Christian and is joined to Christ, our relationship with them is radically changed and therefore our perception of them has to change accordingly. The grace of God is a great leveller. 


b. Second big theme is transformed capability through having Christ in us. The same power that rose Christ from the dead is at work in us who believe. The same Holy Spirit that empowered Jesus in His ministry fills us. The same gifts of the Holy Spirit that Jesus used are available to those in Christ. And that is there for all!


Our view of ourselves or others maybe needs to change to line up with the truth that we can do all things through Christ who strengthens us.

We don’t need to have arrived to serve. We don’t need to be the complete package or fully mature. We just need to be willing and to realise that Jesus is with us and in us and He has all the capability and so therefore do we.

I think Onesimus would have grown up with being called, “slave” every day. He therefore probably thought of himself as a bit of a nobody. If he had stolen something from Philemon and run off, there clearly wasn’t a relationship of trust or value between them.

Now Paul is saying that he is, ‘his son’, ‘useful’, a ‘great help to him’, ‘in his heart’. He was redefined by those affirming words and it released him into ministry.

We can be enslaved by what we say over ourselves or taking on board what has been said to us. That enslavement can cause us to avoid going back to old situations or avoiding new ones. Perhaps Onesimus was feeling nervous about going back to face his old master but clearly his own inner transformation had freed him in meeting Christ to go back to Philemon.
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