Colossians and Philemon


  Lesson 13:  Philemon
Basic Concept:  
This little book is rich in wisdom.  It shows how a mature, wise Christian appeals to a brother in Christ to solve a potentially serious problem. 
Questions:
1. How is Philemon addressed by Paul?

2. How have saints benefited from Philemon’s faith?

3. What does Paul do rather than issue an apostolic command to Philemon?

4. By whom was Onesimus converted?  Under what circumstances?

5. What does “receive him forever” mean?

6. What does Paul call Onesimus in Philemon 12?

Special Notes:

1. Philemon 1-3
Though Philemon is the main recipient of this short letter (most of the pronouns are second person singular – “you”), also acknowledged are “the beloved Apphia” and “Archippus our fellow soldier” (Phle 2).  Perhaps these were Philemon’s family members, but it is impossible to be certain.  “The church in your house” is likely the Colossian saints who have already been addressed in a corporate epistle.  The city of Colosse was overshadowed by its two more robust neighbors in the Lycus Valley, Hierapolis and Laodicea:  “Long before AD 60 Colosse had already lost the race.  If one was looking for health, pleasure, or relaxation, he would go to Hierapolis; if he was interested in trade or politics, he would direct his steps to Laodicea” (Hendriksen, Commentary on Colossians and Philemon, p. 13).  Though probably small in number, the Colossian church was important to Paul.  The worth of a congregation cannot be measured by numbers.

2. Philemon 4-7
Paul here sets a positive tone for the request which follows.  Philemon is praised for his faithful service to the Lord and His people (cf. Mt 25:34-40).  Paul has faced so much opposition and conflict that he deeply rejoices in a true ally, one who fosters rather than frustrates the work of the Lord.

3. Philemon 8-11
Paul now gets to the heart of the matter.  His appeal on behalf of Onesimus is a masterpiece of kind intercession and gentle persuasion.  It is a model of diplomacy, a textbook for the Christian spirit in action.  People often set out to forge their own will with a hammer and anvil while forgetting that flowing water can carve canyons.  Paul quickly removes the focus from the wrong done to Philemon by Onesimus’ escape to the profit  Paul gained by Onesimus’ conversion.  If Paul “the aged” has been well-served by this penitent fugitive slave, what would be accom-plished by Philemon’s prosecution upon his return?

4. Philemon 12-16

Paul makes his appeal for Philemon to do what is right by doing what is right himself:  sending Onesimus back.  It would have been tempting for Paul to retain Onesimus by rationalizing that Philemon would approve if he knew of the situation.  But we have no right to take advantage of others by such assumptions:  “But without your consent I wanted to do nothing” (Phle 14).  Onesimus was Philemon’s rightful property (for so was a slave in the first century); Paul was merely returning what belonged to another.  But he offers this suggestion:  in view of his conver-sion, perhaps Onesimus’ escape was providential (Phle 15).  Paul further points out that while Philemon lost a slave, Paul gained a brother in Christ.  But now Philemon gains both (Phle 16); his slave returns as a brother.

5. Philemon 17-25

Paul yet ties more yellow ribbons around Onesimus as he sends him back to Philemon.  Since Onesimus is counted a worthy and faithful servant by Paul, Paul urges Philemon to “receive him as you would me” (Phle 17).  But what of the practical matter of debt?  What is to be done about Philemon’s financial loss due to Onesimus’ escape?  Paul says, “Put that on my account” (Phle 18).  And then the coup de grace:  “not to mention to you that you owe me even your own self besides” (Phle 19).  Paul refers to his own conversion of Philemon (wherever and whenever that occurred) and not-so-subtly suggests that Philemon’s spiritual indebtedness to Paul should compel his compliance with the apostle’s request.  Paul’s final appeal is a vote of confidence that Philemon will not only do what is right but will far surpass Paul’s request in fairness and equity.  Thus with the gentle abrasiveness of running water Paul carves out a place for Onesimus in Philemon’s heart.  One mark of a mature, wise Christian is the ability to help brethren at odds find common ground.

