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Phileman

CHAPTER ONE
Philemon 1-25

A TALE OF TWO CITIES

aul was a prisoner in Rome, his friend Philemon
P was in Colosse, and the human link between them

was a runaway slave named Onesimus. The details
are not clear, but it appears that Onesimus robbed his
master and then fled to Rome, hoping to be swallowed
up in the crowded metropolis. But, in the providence
of God, he met Paul and was converted!

Now what? Perhaps Onesimus should remain with
Paul, who needed all the assistance he could get. But
what about the slave’s responsibilities o his master
back in Colosse? The law permitted a master to execute
2 rebellious slave, but Philemon was a Christian. If he
forgave Onesimus, what would the other masters {and
slaves) think? If he punished him, how would it affect
his testimony? What a dilemma!

Along with the epistle to the Colossians, this letter
probably was carried to Colosse by Tychicus and
Onesimus (Col. 4:7-9). In it, we see Paul in three
important roles as he tried to help Philemon solve his
problems. At the same time, we see a beautiful picture
of what the Father has done for us in Jesus Christ.
Martin Luther said, “All of us are Onesimuses!” and he
was right.

Paul, the Beloved Friend (1-7)

Paul had not founded the church in Colosse, nor had
he visited it (Col. 1:1-8; 2:1). It is likely that the
church started as a result of his ministry in Ephesus
(Acts 19:10, 20, 26) and that Epaphras was the found-
ing pastor (Philem. 23). The church met in the home
of Philemon and Apphia, his wife. Some peaple assume
that Archippus was their son, bur this is not cerrain. He
may have been the elder who took the place of
Epaphras, who had gone to Rome to help Paul. If this
is true, then it would explain Paul’s strong admonition
to Archippus in Colossians 4:17, a letter written to the
whole church.

In his greeting, Paul expressed his deep love for his
Christian friends, and he reminded them that he was a
prisoner for Jesus Christ (see also Philem. 9-10, 13,
23). Timothy was included in the greering, though the
burden of the letter was from the heart of Paul to the
heart of Philemon. Paul’s ministry was a “team’ opera-
tion, and he often included the names of his associates
when he wrote his letters. He liked to use the term “fel-
low worker” (see Rom. 16:3, 9, 21; 1 Cor. 3:9; Phil.
2:25; 4:3; Col. 4:11).

The New Testament churches met in homes (Rom.
16:5, 23; 1 Cor. 16:19), and perhaps the church in
Philemon’s house was one of two assemblies in Colosse
(Col. 4:15). Paul had won Philemon to faith in Christ
(see Philem. 19), and Philemon became a blessing to

other Christians (Philem. 7).
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Tt was customary for Paul to open his letrers &8
words of thanks and praise to God. (Galatians &
exception.) In his thanksgiving, Paul described
friend as a man of love and faith, both toward
Christ and God’s people. His love was pta ticals
“cefreshed” the saints through his words and wos

Paul told Philemon that he was praying for hams
asking God to make his witness effective (‘the s
of your faith”} so that others would trust C ;"
also prayed that his friend would have a deeper
standing of all that he had in Jesus Christ. After
beteer we know Christ and experience His bl
the more we want to share these blessings with o5

Paul, the Beseeching Intercessor (8-16)
Estimates suggest that there were sixty million s&
the Roman Empire, men and women who were £
like pieces of merchandise to buy and sell. A &=.
proverb was “So many slaves, just so many 5
The average slave sold for five hundred denass
denarius was a day’s wage for a common laborerh
the educated and skilled slaves were priced as &
fifcy thousand denaril. A master could free a si=
slave could buy his freedom if he could raise the
(Acts 22:28).

If a slave ran away, the master would regss=
name and description with the officials, and dhe
would be on the “wanted” list. Any free cipms
found a runaway slave could assume custody
intercede with the owner. The slave was not 20
cally returned to the owner, nor was he auto
sentenced to death. While it is true that some ==
were cruel (one man threw his slave into a pool &8
caring fish!), many of them were reasoms .
humane. After all, a slave was an expensive 258
piece of personal property, and it would cost 2he¥
to lose him.

As Paul interceded for Onesimus, he pres=
strong appeals. He began with Philemon's repusss
2 man who brought blessing to others.
wherefore in Philemon 8 carries the meais
“accordingly.” Since Philemon was a- “rch
believer, Paul wanted to give him an oppos=s
refresh the apostle’s heart! Philemon had bess
blessing to many saints, and now he could be
ing to one of his own slaves who had just bess s

Paul might have used apostolic authoss
ardered his friend to obey, but he prcferred o 2
Christian love (Philem. 9). See how tacH
reminded Philemon of his own personal =
“Paul the aged, and now also a prisoner of Jesus
(Philem. 9). Who could turn down the requests
fering saint like Paul! He was perhaps sixty ¥
this time, but that was a good age for men ind
Along with Philemon’s gracious charasss
Christian love, Paul’s third appeal was the @
of Onesimus (Philem. 10). Onesimus was
“just a slave”; he was now Paul’s son in the
Philemon’s Christian brother! In Jesus Chrsss
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“neither bond nor free” (Gal. 3:28). This does not

mean that his conversion altered Onesimus’s legal posi-

. tion as a slave, or thar it canceled his debt to the law or

to his masrer, However, it did mean that Onesimus had

a new standing before God and before God's people,
and Philemon had to take this into consideration.

The fourth appeal was that Onesimus was valuable

to Paul in his ministry in Rome (Philem, 11-14). The

p name Onesimus means “profitable,” so there is a play

on words in Philemon 11, (The name Philemon means

“affectionate” or “one who is kind.” If the slave was

» expected to live up to his name, then what about the

master?) Paul loved Onesimus and would have kept
him in Rome as a fellow worlker, but he did not want
to tell Philemon what to do. Voluntary sacrifice and

. service, motivated by love, is what the Lord wants from

His children.
The fifth appeal relates to the providence of God

' (Philem. 15-16). Paul was not dogmatic (“perhaps”) as

- he made this telling point: as Christians, we must
believe thar God is in control of even the most difficult
experiences of life. God permitted Onesimus to go to
Rome that he might meer Paul and become a believer,
(Certainly Philemon and his family had witnessed to
the slave and prayed for him.) Onesimus departed so
he could come back. He was gone a short time so char
heand his master might be together forever, He left for
Rome a slave, but he would return to Colosse a brother,
How gracious God was to rule and overrule in these
affairs!

As you review these five appeals, you can see how
Paul tenderly convinced his friend Philemon that he
should receive his disobedient slave and forgive him.
But it would not be easy for Philemon to do this. If he
Was too easy on Onesimus, it might influence other
Slaves to “become Christians” and want to influence
their masters. However, if he was too hard on the man,

it might affect Philemons testimony and ministry in

Colosse.

At this point, Paul offered the perfect solution. It
Was a costly solution as far as the apostle was con-
cerned, but he was willing to pay the price.

Paul, the Burdened Partner (17-25)

The word translated “partner” s koinonia, which

imeans “to have in common.” It is translared “‘commu-
fication” in Philemon 6, which means “fellowship,”

Paul volunteered to become a “business partner” with

Philemon and help him solve the problem with
Onesimus. He made two suggestions: “Receive him as
» @
myself,” and “Put that [whatever he stole from you] on
¥
‘my account.”
As Philemon’s new © artner,” Paul could not leave
p .
Rome and g0 1o Colosse, but he could send Onesimus
) &
his personal representative. “The way you treat

Onesimus is the way you treat me,” said the apostle.
“He is to me as my own heart” (Philem. 12).

This is to me an illustration of what Jesus Christ has

‘done for us as believers. God’s people are so identified
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with Jesus Christ thar God receives them as He receives
His Son! We are “accepted in the beloved” (Eph. 1:6)
and clothed in His righteousness (2 Cor. 5:21). We cer-
tainly cannot approach God wich any merit of our
own, but God must receive us when we come to Him
“in Jesus Christ.” The word receive in Philemon 17
means “to receive into one’s family circle.” Imagine a
slave entering his master’s family! But imagine a guilty
sinner entering God’s family!

Paul did not suggest thac Philemon ignore the
slave’s crimes and forget abour the deby Onesimus
owed. Rather, Paul offered to pay the debt himself,
“Put it on my account—I will repay it!” The language
in Philemon 19 sounds like a legal promissory note of
that time. This was Paul’s assurance to his friend that
the debt would be paid.

It takes more than love to solve the problem; love
must pay a price. God does nor save us by His love, for
though He loves the whole world, the whole world is
not saved. God saves sinners by His grace (Eph. 2:8-9),
and grace is lave that pays a price. God in His holiness
could not ignore the debr thar we owe, for God must
be faithful to His own law. So He paid the debt for ys!

Theologians call this “the doctrine of imputation.”
(To impute means “to put it on account.”) When Jesus
Christ died on the Cross, my sins were put on His
account, and He was treated the way 1 should have
been treated. When I trusted Him as my Savior, His
righteousness was put on my account, and now God
accepts me in Jesus Christ. Jesus said o the Father, “He
no longer owes You a debt because I paid it fully on the
cross. Receive him as You would receive Me. Let him
come into the family circle!”

However, we must keep in mind that there is a dif-
ference berween being accepted in Christ and
acceptable to Christ. Anyone who trusts Jesus Christ
for salvation is accepted in Him (Rom. 4:1-4), But the
believer must strive with God’s help to be acceptable to
the Lord in his daily life (Rom, 12:2; 14:18; 2 Cor. 5.9,
Heb. 12:28 ~iv). The Father wants to look at those
who are in His Son and say of them as He sajid of Jesus,
“I am well pleased!”

Philemon 19 suggests that it was Paul who led
Philemon to faith in Christ. Paul used this special rela-
tionship to encourage his friend to receive Onesimus.
Philemon and Onesimus were not only spiritual broth-
ers in the Lord, but they had the same “spiritual
tather”—Paul! (sce Philem. 10; 1 Cor. 4:15)

Was Paul hinting in Philemon 21 that Philemon
should do even more and free Onesimus? For that mat-
ter, why did he not come right out and condemn
slavery? This letter certainly would have been the ideal
place to do it. Paul did not “condemn” slavery in this
letter or in any of his letters, though he often had 2
word of admonition for slaves and their masrers (Eph.
6:5-9; Col. 3:22—4:1; 1 Tim. 6:1-2; Titus 2:9-10).
In fact he encouraged Christian slaves to obtain their
freedom if they could (1 Cor, 7:21-24).

During the American Civil War, both sides used the
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same Bible to “prove” their cases for or against slavery.
One of the popular arguments was, “If slavery is so
wrong, why did Jesus and the apostles say nothing
against it? Paul gave instructions to regulate slavery, but
he did not condemn it.”

One of the best explanations was given by Alexander
Maclaren in his commentary on Colossians in The
Expositor’s Bible (Eerdmans, 1940; vol. VI, 301):

First, the message of Christianity is prima-
rily to individuals, and only secondarily to
society. It leaves the units whom it has
influenced to influence the mass. Second,
it acts on spiritual and moral sentiment,
and only afterwards and consequently on
deeds or institutions. Third, it hates vio-
lence, and trusts wholly to enlightened
conscience. So it meddles directly with no
political or social arrangements, bur lays
down principles which will profoundly
affect these, and leaves them to soak into
the general mind.

Had the early Christians begun an open crusade
against slavery, they would have been crushed by the
opposition, and the message of the gospel would have
become confused with a social and political program.
Think of how difficulc it was for people to overcome
slavery in England and America, and those two
nations had general education and the Christian reli-
gion to help prepare the way. Think also of the
struggles in the modern Civil Rights movement even
within the church. If the battle for freedom was diffi-
cult for us to win in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, what would the struggle have been like back
in the first century?

Christians are the salt of the earth and the light of
the world (Mate. 5:13-16), and their spiritual influ-
ence must be felt in society to the glory of God. God
used Joseph in Egypt, Esther and Nehemiah in Persia,
and Daniel in Babylon, and throughout church history,
there have been believers in political offices who have

faithfully served the Lord. But Christians in
Roman Empire could not work through local dess
cratic political strucrures as we can today, so they sea
had no political power to bring about change.
change had to come from within, even though iz
centuries for slavery to end. '

Paul closed the letter with his usual pers
requests and greetings. He fully expected to be reles
and to visit Philemon and Apphia in Colosse (“ye
Philem. 22 is plural). Even this fact would encous
Philemon to follow Paul’s instructions, for he cerss
would not want to be ashamed when he met the
tle face-to-face. :

As we have seen, Epaphras was probably the g
of the church; and he had gone to Rome to assist
Whether he was a “voluntary prisoner” for Pauls &
or whether he had acrually been arrested by
Romans, we do not know. We must commend his
his dedication to Christ and to Paul.

John Mark was with Paul (Col. 4:10), the
man who failed Paul on his first missionary je
(Acts 12:12, 25; 15:36-41). Paul had forgiven N
and was grateful for his faithful ministry (see 2
4:11). .

Aristarchus was from Thessalonica and accos
nied Paul to Jerusalem and then to Rome (Acts 18
27:2). Demas is mentioned three times in Paul’s
“Demas ... my fellow worker” (Philem. 24); “D
(Col. 4:14); “Demas hath forsaken me, having !
this present world” (2 Tim. 4:10). John Mark faile
was restored. Demas seemed to be doing well bus
he fell. -

Luke, of course, was the beloved physician
4:14) who accompanied Paul, ministered to hin
eventually wrote the gospel of Luke and the bes
Acts. _

Paul’s benediction was his “official signature”
letters (2 Thess. 3:17-18), and it magnified the
of God. After all, it was the grace of Jesus Chris
made our salvation possible (Eph. 2:1-10). It ws
who said, “Charge that to My account! Receive
You would receive Me!”




