
Material taken from the Concordia Self-Study Bible, the Lutheran Study Bible, and The People’s Bible series. 

Philemon (October 22) 
 

Reading Philemon 
With trembling hands, the dying master folds the papyrus and presents it to his chief slave. “Upon my death, this 
frees you, trusted friend, as well as your family and three others. Yet be diligent in your final duties.” The slave 
welcomes his master’s kindness but, on the way out of the house, he reaches for a whip. Not all the slaves would be 
set free and, for them, the master’s will commands punishment. 
 
God’s grace is portrayed in Philemon by analogy. Paul’s love for Onesimus, who is guilty of a great offense, 
motivates him to intercede on behalf of the runaway slave. Paul sets aside his rights and becomes Onesimus’ 
substitute by assuming his debt. By Philemon’s gracious act Onesimus is forgiven and placed in a new relationship 
with his lord. 
 
We are, like Onesimus, guilty of sin. Jesus’ ministry on earth and mediation before his Father parallel Paul’s 
advocacy before Philemon. We are, like Onesimus, condemned by law but saved by God’s grace. 
 
Author, Date, and Place of Writing 

Paul wrote this short letter probably at the same time as Colossians (circa AD 60) and sent it to Colosse with the 
same travelers, Onesimus and Tychicus. He apparently wrote both letters from prison in Rome, though possibly 
from Ephesus. 
 
Recipient, Background, and Purpose  
Paul wrote this letter to Philemon, a believer in Colosse who, along with others, was a slave owner. One of his 
slaves, Onesimus, had apparently stolen from him and then run away, which under Roman law was punishable by 
death. But Onesimus met Paul and through his ministry became a Christian. Now he was willing to return to his 
master, and Paul writes this personal appeal to ask that he be accepted as a Christian brother. 
 
Approach and Structure 
To win Philemon’s willing acceptance of Onesimus, Paul writes very tactfully and in a lighthearted tone, which he 
creates with a wordplay (verse 11: playing on the meaning of Onesimus’ name as “useful”). The appeal is organized 
in a way prescribed by ancient Greek and Roman teachers: to build rapport, to persuade the mind, and to move the 
emotions. The name Onesimus is not mentioned until the rapport has been built, and the appeal itself is stated only 
near the end of the section to persuade the mind. 
 
Blessings for Readers 
As you read Philemon, reflect on the roles of law and gospel in your relationships with church members and with 
colleagues. God calls us to extend his mercy toward every repentant heart and to build up one another in his love. 
The difficult circumstances for Philemon illustrate how God in Christ can transform our service and relationship to 
one another. 
  


