Introduction to Philemon

1.  Occasion For the Letter.

a.  Philemon was a member of the Colossian church and owned a slave by the name of Onesimus.


b.  Onesimos robbed his master and took off for Rome to hide among the mob.


c.  Onesimos came into contact with Paul, was converted, and now desires to make restitution to his master, which means, he himself must return to slavery and allow Philemon to decide his fate.


d.  Onesimos has been a source of refreshment, comfort, and blessing to Paul during his first Roman imprisonment, and Paul writes to urge Philemon to accept Onesimos back as a fellow-believer in Christ.

2.  Authenticity.  None but the most extreme negative German critics of the nineteenth century have disputed that Paul wrote this epistle.  It has always been considered part of the canon.

3.  Date.  Written at the same time as the Colossian epistle, from Rome during the latter part of the two-year imprisonment in the spring of 62 A.D.

4.  The Characters in the Drama.

a.  Philemon.



(1)  He was a native or at least an citizen of Colossae.



(2)  He was financially well off—he was able to own slaves and offer his home as the meeting place for the church of Colossae.



(3)  He had been converted by Paul himself, Phlm 19, probably during Paul's three year stay at Ephesus.



(4)  Paul calls him a "fellow-laborer," which testifies to his evangelical zeal.



(5)  All those with whom Philemon came into contact spoke well of him, Phlm 5, 7.


b.  Apphia.  The wife of Philemon, a native of Phrygia, a Christian.


c.  Archippus.



(1)  The son of Philemon and Apphia.



(2)  The pastor of the church at Laodicea.  He is also mentioned in The Apostolic Constitutions, 3rd century A.D, as the pastor of Laodicea.



(3)  Paul had to rebuke him in Col 4:17 for failure to do his job in the ministry.  The result of this can be seen thirty-five years later when the Apostle John writes to the pastor of the church of Laodicea that the church is still lukewarm, Rev 3:19.


d.  Onesimos.



(1)  He was a native of Colossae, Col 4:9, the slave of Philemon.  A slave was the least respectable type of the least respectable class in the social scale.  He was at the bottom of the food chain.



(2)  He is probably not the same person as the bishop of Ephesus, mentioned by Ignatius, the pastor of the church of Antioch in a letter to the church at Ephesus written forty-six years later, 108 A.D.



(3)  He was a thief and a deserter.  Rome was the natural hiding cesspool for the scum of society.



(4)  He came into contact with Paul either through an accidental encounter with his fellow-townsman Epaphras, or being out of money he sought out the one person he knew to be generous and gracious to all, or having sunk as low as he could go, he now sought the only hope he could remember from overhearing so many Bible classes?  Regardless, once within range of the Apostle, he listened, he was impressed, he was convinced, and he believed.



(5)  He became to Paul a beloved brother, both as a slave and as a man, Phlm 16.  His friendship was a comfort and strength to the Apostle.  To take away Onesimos was to tear out Paul's heart, Phlm 12.



(6)  Having repented (changed his mind about running away), Onesimos now wants to make restitution.  He can only do this by returning to the slavery from which he escaped.  By returning he places himself entirely at the mercy of the master whom he had wronged.  Roman law imposed no limits to the power of the master over a runaway slave.  The alternative of life or death rested solely with Philemon, and slaves were constantly crucified for far lighter offences than his.  As a thief and a runaway, he had no claim to forgiveness.

