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Paul’s Epistle to Philemon 



Introduction 

The Book of Philemon is a very short, personal letter written by Paul the Apostle to a man named 
Philemon. He was a very influential man within the Colossian congregation that met in his 
house. He was wealthy enough to be a slave-owner and influential enough within the church to 
be a personal friend of Paul.  

The major theme of this letter is the state of Onesimus, a one-time slave to Philemon who ran 
away from Colossae and journeyed to Rome (roughly 1000 miles over land). While there, he 
found himself under the tutelage of Paul the Apostle. Following his conversion to the Gospel, 
Paul and Onesimus arranged for a return to his former master’s home with this letter and another 
traveler named Tychicus (see Colossians 4:7-9).  

There are so many things going on in this story that seem downright antiquated to us. We should, 
however, not be too eager to dismiss them. Notice as we begin: 

(1) The Apostle Paul never outright dismisses slavery or slave ownership as sinful or even 
morally repugnant. 

(2) This letter (alongside of 1,2 Timothy and Titus) are incredibly personal. They are shared 
between friends and fellow brothers-in-Christ. They’re unique in the fullness of Scripture 
because they share with us the expectations God has for you and I in our relationships with 
one another. 

(3) There isn’t an easy right-and-wrong to everything in this book. Some things are clearly 
delineated, but others are merely suggested. It’s seem obvious to me that there is something 
God (and Paul) clearly favors for this situation, but not something that absolutely must 
happen.  

The Text 
 The Greeting (1-3) 

(1) This is incredibly ________________________________ to Paul’s greetings in other letters. 
He announces who is behind the letter and makes mention to who he is writing. The common 
greeting of grace and peace is found once again (see 1,2 Timothy, Titus, Colossians, etc). 

(2) Notice that Paul and Timothy call Philemon their “_______________________ friend and 
fellow laborer” in verse 2. This was more than a casual relationship. 

similar

beloved



 
Philemon’s Faith and Love (4-7) 

(3)  See here that Paul ____________________ for Philemon constantly (4). That thought is one 
that shouldn’t be lost on us when we consider what he will ask of him later. Surely, 
Philemon and his upcoming decision on Onesimus had weighed heavily upon Paul.  

(4)  Philemon’s ________________________________ is well-known among the brotherhood 
by the time this letter was written (5). Paul is not just blowing-smoke at Philemon here, he is 
genuinely thankful for the example of his friend in his service to God and others.  

(5) Paul reveals his true feelings by telling Philemon that the ___________________________ 
in Rome has “great joy and consolation” and has been “refreshed” by his actions even 
though they are separated by many miles (7). Truly, Philemon was a man that made a 
difference in the early Church. His work and encouragement was a benefit to those in 
Colossae and all across the ancient world.  

 
The Plea for Onesimus (8-16) 

(6) Paul notes that he could _______________________________ Philemon in this moment, 
but instead “appeals” on behalf of Onesimus. That is a moment of value for many of us 
today. We often spend too much time lording our power over people instead of using our 
powers of persuasion to convince them about what is right.  

(7) Paul describes Onesimus as the _____________________ whom he had “begotten while in 
chains” (10). That thought should seem clear to Christians as we think of the “only begotten 
of the Father, Jesus Christ.” He doesn’t call many people his son - but those he does are very 
important to him, Timothy, Titus, and now Onesimus. I’m sure that descriptive word would 
have meant something to Philemon as he read the letter. 

(8) Pay careful attention to how Paul describes Onesimus’ value to Philemon. “He is now 
_______________________ to both you and me” in verse 11. This doesn’t seem to be a 
cheap-shot, rather a compliment to the inherent value of a brother-in-Christ.  

(9)  Verses 12-14 show us a _____________________________ but resolute Paul. He wanted to 
keep Onesimus with him for many reasons. However, he was unwilling to do it without 
Philemon’s permission. This is a true testament to the power of ethical behavior. It wasn’t 
right that a runaway slave was able to return to his master but wouldn’t because it was better 
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for him. Paul and Onesimus understood that the difference between “what is right” and 
“what is easy” wasn’t worth alienating Philemon.  

(10) Paul’s is alluding to the _____________________________ of God’s Work in this moment 
in verse 15. The use of the word “perhaps” is not a question of faith, but merely perspective. 
The circumstances surrounding this letter sure seem to have God’s “fingerprints” all over 
them, but even an inspired Apostle was unable to see it with 100% certainty.  

(11) Paul believes the _____________________________ between these two will mean more to 
them now that they are “beloved brothers” (16). That makes a ton of sense until you realize, 
that by all rights, Onesimus is Philemon’s property. Do not be naive enough to believe that 
this request didn’t require some courage on Paul’s behalf. He was asking his friend to do 
something people didn’t do. He was asking for grace, when punishment or retribution was 
the norm. Onesimus must also be lauded for bravery in this moment. His desire to be 
pleasing to God led him to make a journey no slave would have made.  

 

A Final Encouragement (17-25) 

(12) Paul’s final _________________________ to Philemon is personal (17). He asks him to 
receive Onesimus as he would himself. That ownership is commonly found within 
friendships or relationships much longer than Paul and Onesimus’s. We should see the 
connection a relationship with God brings to people in this world. We are to love one 
another, prefer one another, and cherish one another. Here Paul uniquely shows us the 
lengths that devotion should find itself at in some instances.  

(13) Paul’s _____________________________________ in Philemon isn’t something we can 
fully understand. We can appreciate it though. I don’t believe for one minute that Paul sent 
Onesimus back expecting Philemon to reject him. In fact, the opposite is stated in this letter. 
May we learn from this confidence what is to be expected from our brethren as well.  

(14) The last bit of instruction to “______________________________ a room” (22) is a very 
optimistic request considering Paul is imprisoned in Rome at the writing of this letter. There 
is no doubt in my mind that he planned to visit his friend and his “son” in the faith to see the 
completion of this reunion. I hope we will live with that confidence, not just in the people 
we love, but also in the God we serve.  
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