
The Prison Epistles 
Ephesians – Colossians – Philemon – Philippians 

The Letter to 

Philemon 



The Church at Colossae 
 Had not been visited by Paul  

 Was probably founded by Ephaphrus  

 Met in the house of Philemon 

 Served by Archippus, the local preacher (cf. Col 4:17)  

Included Epaphrus, Archippus, Apphia, and Onesimus 

 Received a letter from Paul in 62-63 

 Was threatened by false doctrine 



Philemon 
 Probably had been taught and converted by Paul (vs. 19) 

Considered “beloved fellow-worker” by Paul (vs.1) 

 Man of means – hospitable, influential (vs. 5-7) 

 Colossian church met in his house (vs. 2) 

 Some think Apphia and Archippus were his wife and son 

 Obviously close to Paul, as this relationship is the basis 

for the appeal the apostle makes to him 



Onesimus 
 Slave belonging to Philemon 

 Had stolen from Philemon and fled to Rome (vs. 18) 

 Came in contact with Paul and obeyed the gospel (vs. 10) 

 Carried letters with Tychicus to Colosse (Col 4:7-9) 

 Paul testified on his behalf to church in Colosse (Col 4:9) 

 Was valuable worker to Paul (vs. 13) 



Slavery in Roman Empire 
 Estimated that some 20-25% of population was enslaved 

 Slaves considered separate social class with no property 

or ownership rights 

 Most gladiators came from the ranks of the slaves 

Lightfoot: “The slave was absolutely at his master’s 

disposal: for the smallest offense, he might be scourged, 

mutilated, crucified, thrown to wild beasts…” 



Reasons Paul did not retain Onesimus 

 Against Roman law to harbor fugitive slave 

 Would not have been fair to Philemon 

 Allows Onesimus to demonstrate his true conversion 

 Would have set poor precedent by absolving 

responsibilities in light of conversion 

 Was not about the business of social change 



The Letter to Philemon 
 Only surviving “private” letter from Paul 

 An appeal from Paul to Philemon to accept Onesimus, as 

“more than a slave, as a beloved brother…” 

 One writer: “Tactful, delicate, full of good feeling – insight 

into the more personal side of Paul’s apostleship” 

 Provides unique, practical illustration of godly principle 

applied to the social relationship 

 One of the most overlooked, undervalued letters in NT 



“Even in the finest art galleries, 

there is always room for choice 

miniatures.” 



Letter to Philemon 
Salutation (vs. 1-3) 

• (4-7) PRAISE of Philemon 

• (8-17) PLEA for Onesimus 

• (18-22) PLEDGE and ASSURANCE 

Benediction (23-25) 

Philemon teaches by example 

Colossians teaches by precept 



The Christian and Social Issues 

 Does not supersede social “rank” 

 Social differences must be seen in light of 

equality in Christ 

 The socially elite or wealthy have special 

obligations to others 

 Christians are not about the business of 

overthrowing or changing social order: Christians 

are “good citizens” 



As we study, imagine… 
 Onesimus wondering how Philemon will receive him 

 Paul writing this appeal to a beloved friend 

 Philemon’s surprise at seeing Onesimus, who is now a 

brother in Christ bringing a letter from Paul  



Read the letter to Philemon. 



Paul, a prisoner of Christ 

Jesus, and Timothy our 

brother, To Philemon our 

beloved friend and fellow 

laborer, to the beloved 

Apphia, Archippus our fellow 

soldier, and to the church in 

your house: Grace to you and 

peace from God our Father 

and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Philemon 1-3 



I thank my God, making mention 

of you always in my prayers, 

hearing of your love and faith 

which you have toward the Lord 

Jesus and toward all the saints, 

that the sharing of your faith may 

become effective by the 

acknowledgment of every good 

thing which is in you in Christ 

Jesus. For we have great joy and 

consolation in your love, because 

the hearts of the saints have been 

refreshed by you, brother. 

Philemon 4-7 



Therefore, though I might be 

very bold in Christ to command 

you what is fitting, yet for love’s 

sake I rather appeal to you—

being such a one as Paul, the 

aged, and now also a prisoner 

of Jesus Christ— I appeal to 

you for my son Onesimus, 

whom I have begotten while in 

my chains, who once was 

unprofitable to you, but now is 

profitable to you and to me. . 

Philemon 8-11 



I am sending him back. You 

therefore receive him, that is, 

my own heart, whom I wished 

to keep with me, that on your 

behalf he might minister to 

me in my chains for the 

gospel. But without your 

consent I wanted to do 

nothing, that your good deed 

might not be by compulsion, 

as it were, but voluntary. 

Philemon 12-14 



For perhaps he departed for a 

while for this purpose, that 

you might receive him 

forever, no longer as a slave 

but more than a slave—a 

beloved brother, especially to 

me but how much more to 

you, both in the flesh and in 

the Lord. If then you count me 

as a partner, receive him as 

you would me. 

Philemon 15-17 



But if he has wronged you or owes 

anything, put that on my account. I, 

Paul, am writing with my own hand. I 

will repay—not to mention to you that 

you owe me even your own self 

besides. Yes, brother, let me have joy 

from you in the Lord; refresh my 

heart in the Lord. Having confidence 

in your obedience, I write to you, 

knowing that you will do even more 

than I say. But, meanwhile, also 

prepare a guest room for me, for I 

trust that through your prayers I shall 

be granted to you. 

Philemon 18-22 



Epaphras, my fellow 

prisoner in Christ Jesus, 

greets you, as do Mark, 

Aristarchus, Demas, Luke, 

my fellow laborers. The 

grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ be with your spirit. 

Amen. 

Philemon 23-25 



Reasons Paul did not retain Onesimus 

 Against Roman law to harbor fugitive slave 

 Would not have been fair to Philemon 

 Allows Onesimus to demonstrate his true conversion 

 Would have set poor precedent by absolving 

responsibilities in light of conversion 

 Was not about the business of social change 



All Christians are Equals in the Church 

 Onesimus’ slavery didn’t make him a second-class Christian 

 Philemon’s wealth didn’t make him a special Christian (vs. 16) 

 All men are not equal… 

 …but all are equal before God 

But you, do not be called ‘Rabbi’; for One is your 

Teacher, the Christ, and you are all brethren. 

Matthew 23:8 

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.  

Galatians 3:28 



All Deserve Our Love and Goodwill 

 Regardless of “social level” 

 Paul didn’t consider Onesimus “unworthy” of the Gospel 

(Matthew 16:26) 

 Some are more excited about conversion of the rich, famous, 

young, etc. 

Therefore, as we have opportunity, let us do good 

to all, especially to those who are of the household 

of faith.  

Galatians 6:10 



All Deserve Our Love and Goodwill 

 Regardless of “social level” 

 Paul didn’t consider Onesimus “unworthy” of the Gospel 

(Matthew 16:26) 

 Some are more excited about conversion of the rich, famous, 

young, etc. 

James 2:1-4 



Reconciling Brethren is Noble Work 

 Difficult to imagine the stress, problems Paul faced in prison 

 Yet he worked to reconcile others (Phil 4:3) 

 Some are unwilling to be reconciled, some may be able to do 

better than we – but we should seek opportunity 



God Seeks Willing Service 

 Paul could have compelled Philemon to allow him to keep 

Onesimus (vs. 13-14) 

 But God isn’t looking for service from compulsion, trickery, 

pressure, etc. 

Your people shall be volunteers in the day of Your 

power; In the beauties of holiness, from the womb 

of the morning, you have the dew of Your youth.  

Psalm 110:3 



God Seeks Willing Service 

 Paul could have compelled Philemon to allow him to keep 

Onesimus (vs. 13-14) 

 But God isn’t looking for service from compulsion, trickery, 

pressure, etc. 

For if there is first a willing mind, it is accepted according 

to what one has, and not according to what he does not 

have.   

II Corinthians 8:12 



We Should Demonstrate Gratitude 

 Paul was confident of Philemon’s gratitude (vs. 19) 

 We should always be grateful to others (Luke 17:11-19) 

 Even though we are living in an ungrateful generation 

 Ex- Parents, brothers, teachers, elders, etc. 



Sometimes a Soft Appeal is Best 

 See with what kind pleading Paul entreats Philemon 

 vs. 8-10, 12, 17-20 

 Sometimes sharp correction is warranted (Titus 1:3)… 

…but we should be characterized as meek and gentle 



We Must Forgive Those Who Repent 

 The essence of what Paul is asking Philemon to do 

 Regardless of what Onesimus did and despite consequences 

 Forgiveness is not an option, but our duty 

“For if you forgive men their trespasses, your heavenly 

Father will also forgive you. But if you do not forgive 

men their trespasses, neither will your Father forgive 

your trespasses.”  

Matthew 6:14-15 



We Must Forgive Those Who Repent 

 The essence of what Paul is asking Philemon to do 

 Regardless of what Onesimus did and despite consequences 

 Forgiveness is not an option, but our duty 

Take heed to yourselves. If your brother sins against you, rebuke 

him; and if he repents, forgive him. And if he sins against you 

seven times in a day, and seven times in a day returns to 

you, saying, ‘I repent,’ you shall forgive him.”  

Luke 17:3-4 



We Must Forgive Those Who Repent 

 The essence of what Paul is asking Philemon to do 

 Regardless of what Onesimus did and despite consequences 

 Forgiveness is not an option, but our duty 

And be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one 

another, even as God in Christ forgave you.  

Ephesians 4:32 



Mature Christians Go Beyond Requirement 

 Many take “what is the minimum I have to do” approach 

 We should have the desire to go “above and beyond.” 

 Maturity comes from understanding 

Moreover, brethren, we make known to you the grace of God bestowed on 

the churches of Macedonia: that in a great trial of affliction the abundance 

of their joy and their deep poverty abounded in the riches of their 

liberality. For I bear witness that according to their ability, yes, and 

beyond their ability, they were freely willing,  

II Corinthians 8:1-3 



All Things Work Together for Good… 

 Genesis 50:20; Romans 8:28 

 NOT – “Anything that happens to anyone is for the 

purpose of good” 

 NOT – “All things work toward what we think is good” 

 NOT – “We will always understand how things work 

for good” 

 NOT – “Everything works out for the best” 

 God is able to turn what appears to be bad in that 

which is good 



The Christian and Social Issues 

 Does not supersede social “rank” 

 Social differences must be seen in light of 

equality in Christ 

 The socially elite or wealthy have special 

obligations to others 

 Christians are not about the business of 

overthrowing or changing social order: Christians 

are “good citizens” 


